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EDITOR'S PREFACE 

Oncc upon a limc. thc Hmong had a very 
valuablc Book which told Lhcm many irnpor~int  
things rhat i t  was ncccssary to know in l i fc and 
during lhc grcal journcy bctwccn dcarh and rc- 
birth. That Book was carcn by cows and rats. Sincc 
that timc, no lcxt has bccn ahlc to rcprcsent a 
culrurc as rich in varicty as ~har 01' rhc I-ltnong. 

Thc Editor is wcII aware thar this rcxt is not, 
and cannot bc, lul ly rcprcscnlativc of  lhc tlclailed 
Hrnong Way. 11 docs not scck lo  rccrentc thc 
magnificent tncnu lost l o  the cows arid ran, but lo  
providc a Laste o f  Hmong lifc and a basic knowl- 
crigc or  thc struclurc o f  I-lniong socicty. 

With Hmong villngcs pcrchcd on mountain 
lops from Sourhcrn China, through Vict Nam and 
k ~ o s  LoThailand, and dividcd and sub-divided into 
linguistic ;nd cullural varianls, any book talking - 
as this onc docs - 01. "thc Hrnong", must gcncralizc. 
A l l  gcncraliz:~~ion is dangerous and thc Editor is 
wcll awxc lhat diflcrcni lypcs o f  Hrnorig (lo things 
somcwhat dil'fcrently. A dclibcrn~c alrcnipt has 
bccn rnadc lo prcvcnr gcncralixalion falling inro 
abstrnclion. Apart from tllc sllort scction on his- 
tory, cvcrything dcscrihc(1 or cxplaincd in this 
hook is the result or  on--thc--spot ohscrvation, 
interview, or p:irticipa[ion in Hnlong villagcs in 
Laos and Thailand by scvcral pcoplc who cnnvib- 
utcd to rhis text. Or  coursc, all ohscrvcrs and all 
par i ic ipan~~ hilvc nor quilc agrcctl on evcry a1;ltc- 
mcnt in this book, atirl ~ h c  linal rcsponsihilily 
remains with the Editor. 

An ctlirorisl dccisiun has bccn rnarle ro 

liniir rcfcrcncc to cultural dil'fcrcnccs bctwccn 
sub-groups to lhosc most cleiirly cvidcnt, enduring 
and whar rhc Etlilor sccs as funclion:llly signili- 
cant. The Editor tins also dccitlcd [hat lliings 111usi 
bc prcscntctl as simply as possiblc (although whcn 
i t  comcs lo music codcs, cverl ttlc possiblc slr;lys 
from thc glridclinc ol' pl:lin simplicity). 

This book shoultl providc ;I basic undcr- 
standing of Hniong tradiliorial village lil'c I'or the 
increasing number oC nun-Hmong cotning into 
contact witti Hmong: for Thai, Lao ant1 Chincsc, as 
well as Wcstcrncrs visiring Hmong villages. I t  
should be particularly usclul to pcoplc working 
with Hrnong rcfugccs in camps in Thail:lrid, vr 
rcccption and assisklncc agcncics in counrrics 01- 
rcscltlcment. To  Ihciliriltc use as a "hnnrlhook", a 

c l c~~ i l cd  indcx has hccn appcndcd. 
Thc hook is writtcti in English, with a non- 

Hmong rc:idcr in nlind, I[ is vcry ~i luch h o p l ,  
howcvcr, Ihat young Hmong currently in schtal rn 
rlic Unilcd Stales and othcr Wcsrcrn countries. 
many o f  whom have ncvcr sccn a Hmong villagc 
and pcrhaps ncvcr will, togcthcr will1 thcir non- 
Hrnong Amcric;ln fricnds. wi l l  fintl thc book inicr- 
csting and cnjoyablc. I t  is primarily li)r thc Hn~ong 
rcadcr t h a ~  timorig lcrrns tlavc bccri wrirtcn in thc 
Hrnong script, which is now wirlcl y acccprcd. 
Whcncvcr known 10 thc Edilor, Grccn and Wtiilc 
Hmong dialcct diffcrcrrccs have t~ccn norcd. 

Thc Editor rccogni/cs 1t1i11 fr)r ;I grcar tnany 
Hrnong, thc wounds ol' ~ h c  long civi l  war in Laos 
rcnlain opcn and painlul. This w:lr has hccn rncn- 



linned orlly briclly in thc sllorl chaptcr on history. Hauv mis koj xub noj 
711is I7txik is not ahout war or politics; although Hauv tsoos koj xub hnav. 
thcsc sul~.iccts cannot bc complcrcly ignored. I f  the 
rcndcr finds anything politically partial in this tcxt, 
tllc Editor has failcd in his job. Similarly, any 
acadcmic conjccturc has bccn wccdcd out and, 
a l l ~ l s ~  tlic book shoultl ccrlainly bc useful to stu- 
dunrs of  anthropology, language and stylc have 
bccn kcpt as simplc and c lcx  as thc Editor could 
lllnkc thcm. This is a hook lor thc man in  thc strcct' 
or in ~ h c  vill;rgc, camp or school. 

Good. had, acadcrnic, prosclytizntional, 
scn.;:llionnl, controvcrsial, right and wmng: much 
113s 31rcxIy bccn writtcn on the Hmong. With this 
hcak an attcrnpt has bccn madc at something of a 
hcsh srnri. I t  is acknowledged rhai p w  wriiings 
hnvc h:ld n conscious or sub-conscio~rs inllucncc 
IIII tlliz hook, but in  his tcxt thc rcadcr will find no 
I'oolnolcs poin~ing out wlicrc vicws of cliffcrcnt 
nulllors conllict with or support m3tcrial prcscntcd 
I~ci-c. For thc rcaclcr wishing lo furlhcr his studics 
of 111c 1 Imong, n slnall nurnhcr of books arc listcd 
ar rlic back of this tcxl. Chicf among these arc the 
nclrks of Gcddcs, J:~crlucs Lcmoinc, Yang Dao, 
ant1 tlcimhach. Thc pron\rnci;ltion gu~dc  lo 1 Imong 
qcrrpt found at tllc back of this book is an adapla- 
Iron of that in Hcimbach's rliclionary. Hcimbnch is 
:11so Ihc inspin~linn for tllc s:rying on the dedication 
P:IEC. Tlic tr;lnslation of a Hmong incantation 
plvcn in ch:~ptcr 14 wac nladc by Jacqur< Lcmoinc. 
J;lrqucs 1-cmoinc and Yang Dao arc rlic pionccrs of 
Il~nong stutlics: 

This book has involved much cxchange of 
iclcas bclwccn four pcoplc over a Icngthy pcriod. I1 
is now di~ficult, i f  no1 impossible, to attribute 
spccilic chaplcrs to spccilic writcrs. Very gcncr- 
ally, the first scvcn chapters (History through to 
Economy) and Thc Way of Dcr~th wcrc writrcn by 
Rohcrt Coopcr; Lhe two chaptcrs on music and 
crafts werc tlrnftcd by Grctcl Schwocrcr-Kohl; 
chaptcrs 10-13 on rcligion and shamanism wcrc 
the work of Nick Tapp; thc Editor has atldctl a short 
poscacc on change. Thc cntirc lexl has bccn extcn- 
sivcly rcvicwcd hy Gar Yia Lee and a great m:lny 
changes and irnprovcmcnts have hccn mndc fol- 
lowing his comments and advicc. 

Collection of information was i~szislcci hy a 
small grant horn thc Unitcd Nations High Com- 
missioner lor Rcfugccs anrl rhanks go to Marjoric 
Russcll and Nan~hapa Coopcr for typing out manu- 
script drafts. Linc drawings wcrc the uncoerccd 
work of ~ l i c  Editor's wilc Nanrhapa. Robcrt Coopcr 
took all of tllc photographs. 

So many Hrnong have parlicipatcd, know- 
ingly or unknowingly, in  tlic provision of informa- 
tion conmincd in this book thn~ it would rcquirc a 
sccond volumc to namc thcm all. Thus, hanks 
niusl be cxprcsscd collcctivcly in thc I'orm of lhc 
simplc dctlicarion or  this book ro thc Hmong. 

Robert Coopur 
Editor, Cliiang Kharn 1990 
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CHAPTER 1 

HIS? 'ORY 
Sources of  I nform:it ion 

cnililtr 
1l1i:ir 5 

bc ccr 
- .  ..., 

Thc Hniong havc no uaditian of writtcn 
Iiistory ant1 thc orally transmirtcd origin myths 
contain lilrlr to ;lssisl in lhc consvuc~ion o f  iI 
"Hislory o l  rhc Hmong". Historical sourccs arc 
rt~crcTc~rc almost enrircly non-Hmong and almost 
cnlircly suspect. Most rcports and writings on rhc 
Hrnong, unril rcccnt ycars, havc hccn niatlc hy 
snltlicrs,a(lminictnltorsantl missionnrics. Thc wri~crs 
wcrc 01-rcm inrcril on killing, 1:ixing or converting 
~ h c  I-lrnong: :~ctivitics which tcnd ro rnr~kc partial 
hisrory. 

7'11~ carly Chincsc sourccs :lrc particularly 
st~spc~r, cons~s~ing ni:~inly o f  rcporrs homc try 
~;nldicrs ant1 a(1rninrstratorr who wcrc ill pains lo 
cmphnsisc rhc vrolcnr narurc 01' rhc "harharians". 
\vhn:ilways r~.ccivc 11ic blamc Inr inilialing hostili- 
t~cs. I t  is irnpcnsihlc 10 k t~ow how many Fltnong 
rtx~k part in ;illy rchcllion. how powcrlul 01- i l i .~ l~o i -  
rant wcrc Ilmong chiefs, and how hr, i f  at all, 
1-lmony stxicry was cvcr organized for military 
nhicc~ivcs. 11 i s  sure that thc I-lmnng rcbcllcd 
irgainsl Ihc Manchu (1yn;lsty in Ihc latter h:~ll 'ol '~hc 
n~nctccnrh ccntury; 11ur c.slcn this hlotxlp cpisotlc 
must hc plnccd in thc liis~orical pcrspcctivc ol'rhc 
widcsprcacl s~lpprcssion and pciisi~nt rcvoll 11la1 
nl*jltlll.O lhc Mi~nchu Govcrnnicnr, wliich wils 

ittc(l lo a policy o l  hcavy wxarion in ordcr lo 
'f  ti^ inrlrtnnitic~ tllat had ariscn from thc 
I War. 
"His~nry", a cullcction o l  writtcn scraps of 

rmation and ol'rcn prc,i~rdicctl ohscrvatinns, 
tracc Lhc I,Imony back ovcr I-our thousand 

hur such history rclls very li111c ahour ihc 
IC Hmong livctl t lurin~, \hat tirnc: wh:~t crops 
~rcw, whnl rcchnirl~~cs of prodtlcrion thcp 
ycd, what cllsloms they I'ollowcd ;inti how 
ocicry was orptnisctl i i t i t l  changing. Wc can 
.r;lin only rh:it a proportion of ~ h c  Hmons 
: h:lvc migralcd south Iron1 ~ h c  provinces of 
,rn China. Wrirtcn history rclls us somclhing 
I-frnony relations with r ion- t imon~ ;it certain 

.....,., hur nothiny ahout rhc long ccntirrics ol' 

pcacc during which ~ h c  Hniong muy h;lvc livctl in 
complcrc harlrlony wid1 thcir ncighbours. 

War has undouh~cdly had a great cllcct on 
~.hc Hniong,parricularly hosr  horn in 1,aos. Howcvcr, 
the c~nphasis on wiu and vic~lcr~cc in wrilrcn hix- 
lory could give an impression o f  I-ln~ong pcrsonal- 
i ~ y  as rchcllious and warrior-likc: IC~I at pcacc in 
~hc i r  villages, I-lrnnng arc. tolerant, reasonable arrd 
pcncclul. 

Origin hlyths 

I t  i s  ccriain [ha[ ~ h c  Ilninng now l i v i n ~  in 
L:~os, Th;ill;ind at~d V i c ~  Nam ;lnd rhc various 
cou~iu icsolrcsct t lc~i icnt  arc dcsccnil;tnr.~ol'c*ln igrc5s 
Irnm ~ h c  moi~nrainous southcrn provlnccs ol C'hr nn. 
Whcrc they camc froni LwlOrc calc+hing ~Jlc ilttcn- 
tion of Chincsc writlcn history is unknown. Onc 
oral crriyirl III~I~I dcscrihcs :I lantt of snow anti  ice, 
whcrc days and nights cach lastctf six ~nonths. This 
has Icd 10 conjccturc (no morc rh:~n d la t~ tha~  thc 
original homc o f  rhe Hriiong was son~i~tvhcrc. in 
Mongolia, 'l'ihct or cvcri I,;iplr~n~l. 

Eiir ly China 

Cliincsc annals makc rclcrcncc lo pcoplc 
who could bc Hrnong ;IS ciirly as 2070 HC'. A rca- 
son:lhly rcliahlc mcnrion 01' thc Hliiong occurs in 
the ShuChing, n Chincsc classic (11 hislory which 
slatcs ~har  rhc "Miiio" wcrc hanishctl lro111 ~ h c  
ccn~ral Yangt~c p1;iins I>y Yi i  ~ h c  C;rcal (2205- 
20 1 X RC') ro nonh-wcstcrn Kanstr. Thcrc :lrc nliiny 
early Chincsc rcfcrcnccs ro r c l ~ l l i ons  hy "thc Man 
harhari;ins". Sit~cc \hC turms "Man" i ~ t i d  "Miao" 
wcrC usctl I'irirly indiscritiiina~cly lo rclkr Lo many 
ol' thc otlinr soulhcrn ~rihcs, i r  rcn~ains 10 11c vcrl- 
I'icd which rcl'urcnccs npllly spccil'ic;ill~ 10 ~ h c  
Hniong. Thc Chincsc ohjcctivc in srlljl~rcssing ihc 
lrihcs at this rirrlc w i~s  prohnhlp lo  cxlcnd thcir 
cmpirr ant1 to r r l ISC I;lxCs. 

Thcrc arc n~cn~ionh ol- "Mi;~o" in ~ h c  South 
in ~ h c  rhird ;lnd tcnrh ccnlurics. Thcrc is rlicn lirtlc 
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mention of the Hmong, or "Miao", until 1682. At 
lhis time, a Chinese gcncral (Ma Dao) rcported 
that he had been ambushed in southcrn China by 
Hmong who took all of his muskel?, sparing his lifc 
i n  exchange for ins~rucGon on thcir use and manu- 
facture. 

Out of China 

From thc mid-ninctccnth century, Hmong- 
Chincsc rclalions dctcrioratcd into a continuous 
scrics of suppressions sncl rcbcllions. It has bccn 
suggcsrcd that harsh suppression bcgan lhc rnovc- 
tncnt of a scclion of the Hmong populalion south to 
cross China's soulhcrn frontiers into Vict Nam ancl 

Laos and, eventually, Thailand. 
Pcrhaps the bloodiest wars between Hmong 

and Chincsc wcre fought bctwccn 1855 and 188 1. 
It is reported that the Hmong werealso lighting the 
Annamcse and Tai in Tonkin during the IXTf is ,  In 
LAOS, ~ h c  Hmong rebelled against the French colo- 
nists in 1918. Thc rcbsllion ended in 1921 whcn 
thc Frcnch appointed Hmong chiefs (in placc of 
Thai or Lao) lo rule over Hmong areas as dclcgatcs 
of French authority. 

The movcmcnt of Hmong inlo Northern 
Thailand is considcrcd to have snncd around 
1885. By 1929, here wcrc Hrnong around Tak. 
Tak is a township locatcd at the southcm tip of the 
mountain rangc which skctchcs norlh into thc 



~oulhcrn provinccs o f  China, whcrc Lhc majority of 
Hmong still livc. Thus, il would sccm h a t  lhc 
Hmong had sprcad across thc enlire mountain 
rangc, from China, across Northcm Vicl  Narn ant1 
Laos, ro within thrcc hundrcd kilornctres o f  Bang- 
kok, in jusl fifty ycars. 

Insurrection 

rcsptjns 
I lic Cnri 
r / . < . r , n  

Sincc World War 11, lhc Hmong havc hccn 
caught up in lhc wars of Indo-China; wars l'oughr 
in ~ h c  intcrcsts of  powcrs and ideas of which thc 
Hmong kncw litrlc ant1 slood to gain Icss. I t  has 
bccn suggcstcd that Hmong guidcd Ho Chi Minh's 
cannon through ~ h c  mountains to sitcs ovcr lwking 
Dicn Bicn Phu in 1954: i f  this (unvcrificd suggcs- 
lion) is tnic, thc tlmong coul(1 hnvc bccn inslru- 
mental i n  rhc rlcl'cal of the Frcnch. 

During lhc civil war in Laos. which drnggcd 
on inlcrmitrcntly I'rom 1949 lo 1975, the I-lniong 
werc rlividctl and. likc thc Lao, Ibught on both 
sides. At lirsl. ihcrc sccms lo havc trccn morc of an 
~nclina~ion lo rally to llic P:llhci Lao (conirriunisl 
rorccs) undcr thc Hrnong Icadcr Lo Faydang. Larcr, 
rnsrny thousands or young 1 l~nong joincd thc irnli- 
communist I-lmong gcneral Vang Pao, and movcd 
wilh lhcir I'rlmilics lo ~ h c  mounrnin basc o f  Long 
Chcng, which rapidly hccarnc thc largcsl con- 
clornc,rarion or  Hmong cvcr known lo hilvc cx- 
rslc(1. 

To cscapc ~ h c  righting, thousands morc 
Hniong lcrl rhc mounlains to livc in spccial ;rrcas 
or in lowland canips near Vnng Vicng and Vicn- 
1i;lnc. I t  is no1 known how many Hmong cscapcd 
I'rorn rhc war hy cro.;l;ini: inlo rhc curnparalivc 
pcscc o f  Th;~i land. Howcvcr. 'l'hailand (lid not 
remain a rclhgc for long. 

ln~clligcncc un i~s ol' thc Thai Rordcr Pnlrol 
Policc (RPP) suhmiltcd rcporls lo thc Thai Mi l i -  

vcrnmcnt whichclnirncd tti;lt bctwccn 1962- 
ong villtlgcrs wcrc bcing rccruitcd Srom 
d, trainer1 in Vicl Narn antl Laos, :inti 
.I 10 undert;~kc anti-govcrnnicnr ac~ivity. In 
c ro [his :rri(l othcr possihlilics o f  rcbcllion, 
~n~iiunist Su~lprcssion Opcr:~rions Command 

IL .SVL j W:IS c s ~ a l ~ l i ~ I ~ ~ ( I  ~ ~ n ( l c r  Ihc cr>mm;rntl of 
C;cncr;~l Pr:lphar (rlcpt)scd in I q7.1) to co-ortlinalc 
milirnry, policc and civi1i:ln anti-communisr r~rccs 
in Thailand. 

I n  1967, a ''war" brokc oul in I'our provinccs 
tictwccn Hmong villagers and 1hc Thai armetl 
forces supponcd by rcninants o f  thc Kuominrang 
Army (allowed to sculc rn thc Norrh oiThailan(l). 
Hos~ilitiescontinucd spomdicall y Tor scvcral ycars. 
Only a minority o f  Thailand's Hniong wcrc in- 
volved. Howevcr. ~housantls o f  Hniong, and sornc 
othcr lrihal minoritlcs, wcrc rclocatcd in lowland 
canips whcrc thc CSOC cmharkcd on a programme 
of"nccclcrarcd intcgmtion" rntoTliai culiurc. Totlily, 
ihcsc "camps" rcniain cvitlcnl as l x g c  vi 1l;rgcs. 
Thc Hmong villagers havc bccn givcn Sarmlund 
and sccm conlcnt to slay whcrc thcy arc. 

The involvcmcnt ol' rhc I lmong in omrnu-  
nisr insumc~ron and supprcssiori Icd lo  thc csrab- 
lishmcnt o f  a ncw s~ruct i~ral  rlcmcnt ~ r i  Hmong 
socicty: thc lownxhip. 11 a l w  rncanl lhrcc dccadch 
of "front linc" frgh~ing whrch tlccrm;~tcti lhc young 
Hmong rnalc population, upsclllng lo ari unknown 
dcgrcc ~ h c  scx and ;lgc suuclurc amorig ~ h c  Hmong 
ol' Laor;. 

Rice and Maize 

Tllc HIIIUII~, ur ;it least I ~ C  grc:lt n~:!joriry of' 
Hmong, like most lilrrncrs in Asia, rclictl lbr thcir 
suhsis~cncc on swidtlcn cultiva~ion: lrccs and I'oli- 
agc wcrc cut down and hurnl; sccds wcrc scartcrcd 
or plnntcd in tlic ashcs, nourishctl by monsoon 
rains and protlucctl onc crop cacti ycar. Wc can 
asstlnic rhnt. a1 lcast until thc inrrc>duc~iotr o f  rnni/.c 
lo  China in thc sintwnrh ccnlury, rhc stirplc: rlict I'or 
Hmong as Ibr the Southcrn Chincsc was likcly lo  
hsvc hccn ricc, barlcy and hirckwhc:~~. 

Thc in~roduclion ol' niaiec was Ihcilitalal 
hy the locr rhat i t  complcmcnw switltlcn ricc culri- 
vation. No new rcc hniqucs ol' producrion wcrc 
rcquircd and ttic pcriods 01' intcnsivc Ii~hour inpirl 
in rrlnizc cull iva~ion dif lkr I rwi i  thosc ol' ricr:: 
rn;rizc malurcs in lhc rainy sc;rsnn, ricc in thc dry 
scusnri. 117rus. maize pcrmrrlcd tlic snlnc. numhcr o l  
pcoplc to grow morc food antl rho cxisrcncc ol' two 
stirplcs and two harvcsls provitlcrl a lcvcl (11- scco- 
rity ayainst Ihniinc. 

From various historical rcfcrc.nccs, i~ si:cms 
rhat a1 (li rl'c.rc,n~ tirncs arirl pl;rccs m a i ~ c  has I'ormctl 
thc i~lirncnlary hasc ol- lhc tlriiong dict. I-lowcvcr, 
Inr tlic mi~.iorily of thc. Ilriiong in Ihc riiaiclrity o f  
Itxatinns,  tic srnplc dict h;ls long hccn ricc, \villi 



maizc playing only a supportive rolc. 

The Opium Factor 

The cultivation of opiurn and its usc as a 
mcdicinc and as a stimulant is likcly to havc kc.n 
practiced on a small scalc by thc Hmong, as by 
cr~hcrs, for a very long timc. Thc Chincsc were also 
well aware or opium's propcrtics. One Chincsc 
surgeon (220-2W AD) is rccordcxl as administcr- 
ing opium to his paticnls before surgcry. By 1516, 
Chinese merchants wcrc importing opium into 
China that they had bought from Arab merchants 
in Malacca. One of rhc first cdicts of Lhc Manchu 
dynasty in 1@4 prohibited tobacco smoking in 
China hut ignored opium (usc at that timc sccms to 
have bcen mostly conLncd to thc court and man- 
darinatc). As Rritish ~ril(lc in opium incrcascd in 
thc cightccnth ccntilry and ~ h c  huhir 01' opium 
consumption sprcad through all classcs ol'Chincsc 
socicty, thc Manchu Cinvcrnmcnt rcspondcd by 
introducing a cornplcrc ban on consumption, culri- 
vation and imporlation of opium in 1800. Rritish 
rnili~lry might cnahlcd importcrs to ignorc this law 
with impunity. 

Thc immcnsc profits from ~ h c  opium tndc 
financcd British expansion in thc Far East and 
posed an impossible balancc of payrncnrs problcm 
to the Chinese Govcrnmcnl. By 1838, 2,300 tons 
of opium wcrc exprrul  annually from Brilisll 
Intliii, i~lmost all of it to China. (l'hc mirgniludc of 
this I'igurc may bc judgcd try comparison with [he 
1974 annual consumption of hcroin in rhc Unitcd 
S ~ c s  which was thc cquivalcnt 01- 150 tons or 
opium ant1 ~ h c  cstimarc Inr tok11 opium cultivation 
in thc Goldcn Triangle arcas of Thaililrld, Laos and 
Rurrna which rcachcd an all-timc high of onc 
thoua~nti tons in 1978.) Al'lcr losing thc Opium 
War, thc Manchu Govcrnmcnt was rcquircd In 
raisc 21 million pounds to pay off thc indemnity 
owed LO Rrililin undcr thc l'rcaty ol' Nanking. 
Revcrsing i ~ s  l'orn~cr prrlicics,  chin:^ now kgan  to 
grow ant1 scll its own opium. 

By thc lattcr hall'of thc ninclccnth ccnlury, 
China was sclf-sufficicnl in opium produc~ion ;tnd 
it is likely, or possiblc, that the Mrnong, who 
occupied sornc of thc most suitahlc lttnd lor opium 
cultivation in China, cxpandcd this sccrion of thcir 
agricultural activilics and wcrc ahlc to add a cash 

crop lo thcir cconomy. (Thc opium harvcst con- 
vcnicntly falls at a clifrcrcnt timc of year to maizc 
and ricc harvesw.) 

Although wc cannot know what pcrccntagc 
of opium sold in China camc from thc mounklins 
or tlic soulhcrn provinces, il is logical 10 ilssulnc 
thai the poicntial wcalth of thc mounciins in- 
crcascd rhc attraction of thcsc hithrrlr, marginal 
arcas to ~ h c  Chirlcsc Govcrnmcnt in i ts scarch for 
rcvcnuc. Opium is casily porlahlc, rcadily con- 
vcrtiblc to ci~sli, and grows Ixst at high nltitlr(l's in 
a monsoon climatc. This madc opium an idc;~l 
cash crop to grow in thc isola~cd mounlains hut 
also an irlcal croiJ Cur lani11ir')li at111 ilrl ~ l l i i i ~ t i O 1 1  1 0  

handiuy. Thus thc profits from opium. which havc 
causcd and Iln:~nccd scvcral Indn-Chincsc opium 
wars in thc rwcnricth ccniury, coulrl h;lvc pl;~yc(l a 
causal rolc in rhc bloody supprcssion 01 p i ~ r ~  01- tllc 
I-lmong population in China during l l~r  IXOOs. 

When a proportior1 oSthc I-llliorly III  C'liiria 
lcl'i I'or Vict Nam, Laos arid Thailand. rlluy r c w k  
with them thc muns  and hahit ol' op111n1 cultiv;~- 
tion. Thcy movcd into arcas whcrc opiulrr m;lrkots 
wcrc, hcing crr;llcd: I t  ciln rrdisnn:lhly hr :~ssl~lncd 
that thc Hmong migrants, sitting on c.xccllcnt 
opium lands, wirh a malrkct at hand and possessing 
all thcskiIlsncccss,uy foropium cultivation.movctl 
rapidly into largc-scalc cash crop opiuln prorl~rc- 
lion. 

Reli t~ee  Movements 

Thc Hmong Icd lhc movcrncnt of rcl'ugcos 
out 01. thc thrcc Indo-Chincsc counrrics. Wi~hin a 
few monthsnfhc changc in FovcmmcnLs thilt took 
placc in 1975. ovcr 44,000 Hmong h:ld llcrl to 
Thailand. This compares with thc 10,000 ethnic 
Lao who lclt during thc samc pcriod. Although rhc 
exo(lus o f  Hmong dcclincd al-tcr ~Iic ini!i;ll I'lootl. 
morc than 120,000 hat1 lclt Laos by l1l0O. 

Thc protrac~crl rliaspora of thc Hmong h:~s 
Icl't ;it Icast thrcc million In China, iln cslimatctl 
200,000 or so in Vict Ntim, possibly 200,0()0 I ~ I  

L:ros. sornc 100.000 in Thail;ln(l (with ;I lurtlicr 
50,000 currcnlly in the ctlmps), and around H O . 0 0 0  
rescttlcd ovcrscas, mostly in thc Unitctl SLIICS ht~t 
with small cnmmunirics in Argentina, A~~slr:llia, 
Canatla, Francc and Frcnch Guiana. 



CHAPTER 2 

HOUSE AND HOUSEHOLD 
One Horrse People 

The most important social and economic 
unit in Hmong socicry is thc rsev: thc housc or 
houschold, Mcmbcrs of a single houschold can 
rcfcr to ~icmsclvcs as ih tscv nccg, literally "one 
housc pcoplc", or as it7 yitn rrub nce,q (one f:~mily 
people); wharcvcr thc tcrrn cmploycd, the fccling 
of family bond is very strong. This bond originates 
in Lhc trev nerg, hut can cx~cnd to scvcral clnscly- 
rclatcd households somctirncs scpar:ltcd by grclrt 
dis~anccs. 

A Hniong is likcly to lnovc scvcrnl timcs in 
life: hc tr~kcs will1 him the csscnce of rhc rsev ncrg 
in the form of the anccsiral altar and in the (sym- 
bolic) form of ash from rhc nhanrloncd hcarth. Thc 
rsev is homc rather than housc: a plncc to bc born, 
to grow. lo marry, to hwc children. to dic, and to 
watch ovcr as an ancestor. 

Corn pcaition 

With vcry few cxccptions. the smallcst unit 
lo occupy a lsev is rr nuclcar family: a man. his wife 
or wivcs, and his unmarried chiltlrcn. Morc usual 
is ro find d~rcc gcncm~ions under onc roof. Family 
sizc is :llso frrcqurntly cnl:ugcd by thc adrlilion of 
kin who cannoi alonc form a viablc ~scv ,  c.6. 
widowcd aunts, unclcs, divorccd sis~crs. A wi(low 
can alw marry hcr dcad husband's youngcr brolhcr 
(Icviralc) ant1 mo\c with hcr childrcn inlo licr ncw 
husband's houschold. 

Thc mnrriagc of  a daoghtcr mcans she 
lcavcs thc rscv (ul~lio~~gh family bonds arc not 
abruptly brokcn) and the marriage of a son mcans 
a new ad(litinn to the rsev. Familics ciln also 
contain arloptcd chil(lrcn. Such childrcn arc aware 
of tlicir origins but arc vcatcd as closcsl kin in 
cxactly the samc way ax filmily mcmbcrs born in  
thc r.vcv. Adoptcci chil(1rcn arc invariably non- 
Hrnong In ongln (usu:llly Chincsc, Lao or Thai) 
and niost oflcn arc girls. 

Size 
Hmong houses can vary greatly in size 

dcpcnding on composition and wwllh. A house 
can be enlargcd as a family grows in numbcr: more 
usual, howcvcr, is for ncw slccping chamhrs to bc 
madc within ~ h c  existing structure and to lcavc 
housc sizc adjustment until rclocalion rcquircs a 
new housc to bc built. Diffcrcnccs in wcalth have 
grown with the introduction of cash crops and the 
shift towards permanent rcsidcncc. and the tradi- 
tionally homogeneous villagc may now contain 
somc mxkcd contrasts: vcry large sturdy houscs 
wilh mctal roofs, attachcd cattlc corrals, and lock- 
able storerooms, can cxist sidc by side with small. 
fragile huts whcre inhabi~mu slccp togcthcr on 
mnls on the earth. 

Authority Slr~lcture 

The csscrllial autl~orily rclarionships of 
Hmong social structure arc to be found within thc 
houschold and arc charactcrizcd by respect for 
cldcrs by juniors and for husbands by wives. The 
cldcst malc is the household h a d  and, unlcss hc is 
vcry olti or sick, hc will usually make most deci- 
sions, which he may or may not discuss wilh 
family mcmbcrs. 

171c cldcr-junior principle is rcflcctcd in 
kinship terminology: cldcr brothers, sisters, unclcs, 
aunts, etc. are distinguishcd from youngcr and 
rrcatctl diffcrcntly. Somctirncs a term applies to 
two rclationships which appcar io be suucturnlly 
cliffcrcnt: thus thc tcrm yowrr~ txwv is applied to the 
mothcr's father and Lhc wifc's F~lhcr; in English 
"grandrarhcr" and "fall~cr-in-law" are distinct terms 
intlica~ing difrcrcnccs in rclationship; in Ilmong 
thc dislinction exists, but a man rcfcrs to his 
grandl'athcr and his fathcr-in-law as ynwm rxwv 
and treats both wi~h  much thc sanic rcspcct. 



l?cnnomic Function 

For r~uqmmsofbasic 
subsistence (csscntially rice 
and olher non-cash crops). 
the houschold formsa unitcci 
and distinct economic unit 
undcr thc authority and di- 
rcc~ion of thc houschold 
hcnd. 

This idealistic type 
of co-opcra~ion, whcrc cach 
produccs according lo abil- 
ity and consumes accord- 
ing lo nccd, docs not cx- + 

tend into thc opium scctor Yt'-.-.+, 

of the economy. Opium 
ficlds arc owncd on an 
individual basis: l~sually 
mch married malc posscsscs 
his own field or ficlds. 

Whclhcr hc coniin- 
ucs to live in his fathcr's 
house or not, Lhc m'micd 
malc and his wirc will, if 
lhcy arc not too distant. join 
thc fathcr's unmnrricd chil- 
drcn of working agc to help 
collcct thc Sathcr's opium 
hnrvcst, and sornclimcs his 
ricc harvest. The Sathcr 
docs not work for his son in 
rcturn. Children accom- 
pany thcir prircnls Lo the 
ficltls from carlicst child- 
hood; hy LIE agc of twelve, 
iticy arc hclping out and by 
11ic ngc or fourtccn they arc 
working. 

Variants cxist on 
normal hchaviour. In thc 
minority of cascs whcrc a 
man cannot pay thc bride 
pricc and movcs inro his 
wifc's houschold upon mar- 
riagc, 11c will usually work 
for his ynwtri lmvv (f;ilhcr- 
in-law). I t  is also possiblc 



to find brothers co-opcrating in opium production, rcmains in thc housc). Ownership can also pass to 
sharing ownership of a ficld (this is most likcly to widows, who would, howcvcr, rcquire voluntary 
happcn if  the falhcr dies whilst more than onc son or paid assiswnce to work in thc riclds. 
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GREEN HMONG KTNSHIP 
TERMS 

(Whitc Hmong lcrms can diffcr) 

Jnscrl Dingram hcre 

Animals 

Livestock remain outside 1hc housc: valued 
horscs in  ncrirby shcltcrcd stlblcs, chickcns coopcd 
for thc night, cntllc, pigs, goats and dogs frcc to 
roam the village and surrounds. 

Dogs and chiskcns wandcr inlo thc housc 
and arc tolcwlcd or shoocd out on whim, 'l'hcy 
pcrrorm a uscrul function in clcaning up drbppcd 
picccs of food and thc cxcrcmcnt of small children. 
Onc "judas cock" will usually bc ticd untlcr the 

guests' platform. This captured wild chickcn is 
pcggcd out in thc ficlds whcn Ihc family is at work 
and allracLs its icllows who are lhcn shot by thc 
Hrnong. In lhc housc, this cock scrvcs as an :11arm 
clock. 

Relocation 

Decision to rclocate a household is lakcn 
indepcndcn~ly in that final responsibility rcsts with 
the houscholtl head. 11 is, howcvcr, common for a 
group of houscholds lo rnigratc to the same place, 
although thcy do not necessarily go at the snmc 
time. Thcrc is a slrong prcrcrcnce for rclnlcd 
houscholds to regroup whcncvcr possiblc. Rarely 
docs an established villagc containing perhaps 
thirty or more households relocalc as an entity: 
rather, i t  disintcgratcs as indcpcndcnt houscholds 



or Kroups of hou~eholcls nlovc on. Households 
usually rcmain ahout Icn ycnrs in nrlc location and 
a stay of more 111:1n 15 yc:lrs i~ cxccl~rional. 

Thcrc is no "natural inclin:ltion" to movc on 
rl~c p:ln uf thc I lmung. Movcmcnt tlisrupts tics of 
kinship ant1 f~lrnily and involvcs much pliinning 
and hnrrl work; i t  is thcrcforc not untlcrtakcn 
lightly. Movcnlcn~ t:tkcs placc t ~ c a u s c  tr:~tlitionaI 
systcms of agriculrurc rctluirc it; to rcm:iin ton 
long in one pl:lcc would be to risk sliding into 
povcrry, Tliis is bccausc ricc fields can support 
xucccssivc crop< for at most two ycars bcforc rhcy 
must he ftillowctl for a minirnuni of5 jcnrs. Opium 
ficl(l~ ran prodl~cc succcqsivc crops for 7- 10 ycars; 
Iiowcvcr, at thc crltl of that p c r i ~ l ,  cvcn a long 
fallow ic ~rnlikcly torcsult in soil rcgcncr:ltion. Thc 
Hmong houschold migr:llcs lhrough cconomic 
ncocssiiy: Ihc nccd to f ~ n c l  frcsh ficllls. 

Thc cstablisl~nicnlofan indcpcndcnt htrusc- 
Irold marks 3 man's passage into ccorioniic indc- 
pcn(1cncc. 1 lc hm frccdom of economic dccision 
within his LSCV (although hc continues to conlrih- 
utc somc labour to his f:rrlicr's opium ficlds). 

Thcrc is no forms1 point rit which a m:ln 
Icavcs thc pnrcnt houscholtl. Wlicn hc docs so, hc 
will ccrlriinly bc marrictl anrl is most likcly to havc 
orlc or two children. I f  cconomic contlitions pcr- 
mil. it  is usu;il for a man to spcncl scvcral ycars afrcr 
rnarringc in his hiher's housc hcforc moving inro n 
situalion of indc.pcnclcticc. 

I f  adcquatc agricultur:~l npporlnni tics cx is[ 
in  tllc arca, the ricw houschold will usually bc 
csl:~blislictl near tli:~t of LIIC kttllcr; i f  such opllorru- 
nitics (lo not cxist, il is rlcccssary to niigrarc to ncw 
lands. \Vhcn migra~ing, a young m:ln will oftcn 
scck to ontcr a grow in^, villagc whcrc Irc h:ls a 
rcl:~tiuc. IS illis is not possible. lllc nuclcar f~imily 
can pionccr a new arca. Pioneering is lnricly and 
can tw dungcrous hut i t  h:ls ccono~iiic advanlagcs: 
plctlty of fcrlilc I ~ n d  closc at hatid. For tlris rcnson 
lhr: strcccss~ul pionccr is oftcn joinccl by rclatctl 
hnuscholtls (tluitc ~x)ssibly includin!: t l i ;~ t  of his 
fittllcr). Whcn filrnily reunion ~ l k c s  pl:lcc, huusc- 
holrls norm:illy rctii:~in scpnratc. Sucli n p:lttcrn o f  
rc1oc:rlion is likcly to lciltl to ~ h c  growrh ol ' :~ ncw 
villagc. 

1nhcrit:tncc of land and housclioltl follows 
no sct partcrn among Lhc Hmong. Tr:tditionnlly, 
lhcrc was Itrrlc to inlicrit: agr~culturrll 1:lnds were 
usctl rathcr than owncd and a ho~rsc had some 
value only in relation a h c  producrivc land around 
it. Inhcribncc of land usc and hou~c  would tlcpcnd 
on whcn the houschol(1 head happcncd to dic. 

I f  thc houscholrl hcari die< at a tinic whcn 
scvcral sons inhnhit ~ h c  LWV, rice ficlds will con- 
tinuc to bc workcd in common (either in partncr- 
ship or, i f  significant agc diffcrcnccs cxist. undcr 

llic direction of thc cldcst malc). Profilq frorn rhc 
firthcr'q opiurn ficl(ls arc divirlcd bclwccn brother.;. 

Ir i <  inipnrklnt th:lt one son rc~n;~in within 
tlic ~ S C V  10 carry oul funeral and rclirtti rircs for his 
Inrhcr and rnolhcr, ;rnd to maintain his f;~thcr's 
;~nccslral a1t:lr. In  t l~c natural ordcr of rliings, cldcr 
sons niarry firct anti Icavc rhc parcnt houccholtl. 
l'l~uc, it licc~ircntly h:~llpcns t h n ~  rlic houschold 

c when only tlic y on 
~ c .  Tliis con, togct 111s 
cnritinuu< 10 usc 1 nd 

1ic:iil rlics 
rcmains i 
wire and 

olingcst s 
Iicr wilh 1 
Iic lscv a 



ficlds (including h e  dcad ralhcr's opium ficlds) 
and livestock; in this flcxi ble sense, ~ h c  youngcst 
son could bc sccn as a prcfcrential inhcrilor. 

Pcrrnancnt agricultural lands arc a recent 
innovation to most Hrnong and inhcritancc prac- 
ticcs remain to bc cst:lhIishcd. 

A Hmong man may havc as many wives as 
hc can afford; a Hmong woman may have only onc 
husband, The cxistcncc of a subswnlial bride pricc 

mc~ms that, in praclicc, only a wcalthy rnnn can 
have two or rnorc wivcs and thc majorily of klrni- 
lies rcrnain monogamous. In polygamous situ- 
ations, thc Iirsl wire has a privilcgcd position and 
suhscqucnt wivcs arc, by cusrom, under hcr au- 
thority as wc11 as undcr Lhc aulhority of thc hus- 
band (this is not always thc case in practice). 

Use of Space 

All mcrnbcrs of a nuclcar family possess 
oncslccping compartment within thc narcnt house- 
hold. This comparuncr a rniscd 
splil barnboo platl'orrn of wood 
or split bamboo. No dc )pcnings 
into comparlmcnls ant1 privacy is in part assistcd 
by thc d:lrkness insidc a I Irnong housc at night. In 
polyg:~mous families, wivcs may tach occopy 

it  is liltlc i 
scparalcd 
)ors arc: pl 

nore than 
by walls 

lnccd on c 

separatc slccping cornparmcnts togcther with thcir 
young children, but only very rarcly occupy scpa- 
r a t  houses. The spacc alwve and bclow thc slccp- 
ing platrorm is uwd to store individual clothing, 
jcwcllcry and moncy (ortcn burictl). 

Thc agc that chiltlrcn movc into a scparatc 
sleeping companlncnt varics widcly. Somc are 
still slccping with Lhcir parcnw at 10 years old. By 
pubcrty. all will be slccping apart from thcir par- 
ents and scgrcjiatct1 accordrng to scx. 

In  addilion to thc scvcral slccping coniparl- 
mcnts found in a typical cxrcndcd family house- - .  
hold or 10-20 pcoplc, a sirnplc slecping pb~form 
will bc sct r ~ p  ncxt to thc main fircplacc ro accom- 
modate gucsts. If Lhc numbcr of gucsk is too grcnl 
for rhc slccping pla~lorm, which can usually ac- 
commodate four adulls, mats will bc sct out on the 
main floor spacc and guests will slccp with the 
h a d  towarrls 111c anccstr:ll altar. 

During daylight hours, most Hmong houses 
arc dcscrtcd and doors arc padlockcd. In thc cvc- 
ning, food is cookctl at [he main, open fireplace 
(hc sccondnry cncloscd hcarth ficplace is used 
mostly for cooking pig foot!). A low rablc is sct up 
in front of lhc anccslral altar and  he family cats 
logelher. Whcn mtllc gucsts are prcscnt, only tlic 
mcn will eat at thc ublc: thc womcn wail unlit the 
men havc rinislicd. 

On days whcn ihc klmily does not go to 
work in thc ficlds and thcre is no olher work to bc 
done on thc housc or in the vill:~ge, women are 
ol'tcn to bc sccn in scwing groups cithcr ncm thc 
opcn door or outside h e  housc. Thcsc Io~Mions arc 
for practical reasons, sincc thcre arc no windows or 
olhcr natural light sourccs in a Mmong housc. Thc 
s~mplc bcnch nutsidc nlnios~ cvcry house is also 
uscd by men, cspccially whcn cll~ltting with cnsunl 
callcrs from o u ~ ~ i d c  the iilmily. 

I n  111c cvcningc, a r m  rlinncr, i t  is usu:11 Tor 
an cxclu~ivcly m:llc circle to Term around the main 
lircpl:lcc, drinking tea, s~iioking tobacco in thc 
bamboo yccb rilooj watcr pipc and cliscussing 
i~cnis of mu~unl ccononlic and social in~crcst. 
During  his hricf pcriotl of relaxation, die worilcn 
form a scperatc group, cithcr ncar ihc rncn anrl ncar 
enough to thc l'irc to bcncl'it from die light for 
scwing and cmbroidcry or apart. using faggots of 
burning woc~d or small opcn flarnc oil lamps for 
lighting. Lllorncn gcncrall y rc~irc by ahout 10 prn. 



and Lhc rnrn thcrcaftcr. 
Anything of value that can be brought into 

Ihr. houqc. will norm;illy hc slnrrcl in thr. h n ~ ~ s c ,  
Storngc is 3 somcwhat linphnznrd aflbir. A storagc 
"loTt" is built into thc housc, hut i t  is common 
cncrugh to rind hunting irnplcmcn~q, baskets and 
agricultural tools Icuning against 3 wall or lying on 
thc ground. Kilchcn itc~ns (cooking pots, bowls) 
arc s c ~  on a shclf near thc scconcl:~ry rircplacc. 
Unc:llcn rnorl is scrapcd rrom pots arid platcs into 
a largc pot of hot walcr pig food t1i;lt is scmi- 
pcrrnancntly stcwing ovcr ~liis firc. A buckct or 
drinking watcr and a bamboo scoop hangs ncarby. 
Dricd mcats and spccinl rncdicincs arc hung in thc 
smoke ovcr thc fire. Maize cobs hang in clustcrs 
froin Ihc houw r:~ftcrs. 

Opium Smoking 

Thc i~se  of o p i ~ ~ m  in Hmong socicly is lcss 
common than is oftcn supposcd. Unmarried lncn 
arc unlikcly to smoke any. ii'orncn rarcly smoke 
unli l  old a g .  It is wirlcly but sparingly uscd as n 
rncdicinc - usually catcn in srnall qumtitics - 
ngainst diarrhoca or thc achcs :~nd pains ofolti agc. 
When slnokcd, i t  is usu:llly in a raw or scnii- 
cm>kcd stale, will1 a comp:uativcly low narcotic 
content. Smokcrs will gcncrally lic in facing pairs, 
wilt1 a sharcd opium Itlnil-, hctwccn thcm, on the 
opcn slccping pllrtfonn for gucsts or on a miit on 
thc  round. Visitors slioul(l not mistake all such dcih xwrn kntv: 
smokcrs for "drug adtlic~s": i f  thcy arc old nicn, spirits of prospcrily Iocatcd in  s riccp:~pcr 
llicy will hc rcspcctcd cldcrs, cnlitlcd to a dignified altar on the wall opposite the tlmr 
rctircmcnt or sc~ni-rc~irc~ncnt aftcr a lifctitnc of clnh txhij wiccj : main door lintcl 
hard work and c:irjng for thcir filmilics. To hc dull qhov c ~ l h  : m:lin lircplncc 
ofl.rrutl a pipc by such an rldcr ic  an honour: dnh yliov 1x0s : sccond:lry, cncloscd hearth 

. .  . 

rcful;als should bc :~ppropri:ltcly politc. 

book and arc listcd hcrc only for c:~.;y rcfcrcncc: 




























































































































































