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PREFACE

The second Hmong Research Conference, held at the
University of Minnesota on November 17-19, 1983, drew
four hundred people. While this number was far beyond
our expectations, perhaps we shouldn't have been sur-
prised. The presence of more than sixty thousand Hmong
in the United States—all engaged in the struggle to ex-
ist 1n a culture whose social, political and economic
structures are so different from their own--has attracted
attention from many groups. Among them are educators,
academic researchers, shop owners, social workers, church
congregations, appreciators of the arts, health care pro-
viders, landlords and neighbors. Their interests range
from seeking solutions for immediate resettlement prob-
lems such as providing medical care to theoretical con-
siderations of the structure of the Hmong language.

The conference, entitled "The Hmong in Transition,"
had as its focus the formal presentation of the research
papers collected in this volume. It also encouraged in-
formal exchanges between those involved in helping the
Hmong resettle in all parts of the country. How much help
1s too much help, they asked of each other. Can the
Hmong adapt to a new culture and also preserve their tra-
ditions? What will become of Hmong children who are
being taught one set of values at home and another at
school?  Will the Hmong be caught in the vicious cycle of
poverty that afflicts some other minority groups 1n this
country?

When this book 1s published, 1t will be almost ten
years since the first mass exodus of Hmong from Laos,
precipitated by the communist Pathet Lao takeover of the
Laotian government. Scholars have now had almost a dec-
ade to study the effects of this upheaval on the Hmong
not only in the United States but also in other places of
their exile around the world. This volume includes infor-
mation about Hmong in France, Australia and Thailand as
well as the United States. Particularly noteworthy 1s
that the Hmong, whose history was borne for centuries
only in the hearts and minds and spoken words of 1ts peo-
ple, have now been surrounded by the written word. The

xi
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xil THE HMONG IN TRANSITION

papers prepared for this conference are but cne example
of their incorporation intc mankind's written records.

The international scope of the Hmong dispersion was
reflected in the backgrounds of the three invited speak-
ers to the conference: Jacques Lemoine is associated with
the School of Advanced Studies in the Social Sciences of
the University of Paris; Robert Cooper is a British citi-
zen working for the United Nations High Commissioner for
Refugees in Geneva; and Gary Yia Lee, a Hmong trained as
a hropologist, is a leader of the Hmong community 1n
Australia.

The conference was sponsored by the Southeast Asian
Refugee Studies Project, a research oriented group of ac-
ademics, established to encourage, coordinate, and sup-
port research related to refugees from Southeast Asia who
have been resettled in the United States. It is funded
primarily by the Center for Urban and Regional Affairs at
the University of Minnesota.  Additional support for the
conference came from the College of Liberal Arts. A gen-
erous grant from the National Endowment for the Humani-
ties enabled us to bring the three invited speakers to
the United States.

The editors are particularly indebted to the editor-
1al assistance of Ruth Hammond, who helped to bring con-
sistency and readability to the twenty-five papers in-
cluded in this volume. They were written by individuals
trained in a variety of disciplines, each accustomed to
using widely varying writing formats and language in the
presentation of their research. Since w: were aware that
a large number of readers of this book would not be aca-
demic., one of our chief aims in editing was to make
readable the sometimes esoteric, if not 1diosyncratic,
language some consider the hallmark of academa. Ruth
Hammond's considerable experience as a writer and jour-
nalist has been instrumental in helping us to achieve our
goal of readability.

This volume, a joint production of the Center for
Migration Studies and the Southeast Asian Refugee Studies
Project 1s also a departure from usual production methods
in publishing a book. SARS not only provided the edited
version of the papers but also prepared the papers in
camera-ready format. This demanded more than typical
typist skills and we are indebted to Pamela Anderson,
without whose abilities we could not have given this

12




PREFACE xdii

type-set appearance to the book. In addition, Douglas
Olney provided a great deal of the technical knowledye of
computers and word processing which allowed us to attempt
this format.  The cartographic skills of Carol Gersmehl
provided us with the map indicating areas of Hmong set-
tlement in Southeast Asia and the location of tie major
refugee camps in Thailand in which Hmong have been
housed. .

For those seeking more background information about
the Hmong other easily available sources include the pro-
ceedings of the First Hmong Research Conference, pub-
lished as The Hmong in the West (1982), published by the
Center for Urban and Regional Affairs, University of
Minnesota, 301 19th Avenue South, Minneapolis, Minnesota
55455, plus these additional publications:

Barney, G. Linwood. 1967. "The Meo of Xieng Khouang
Province, Laos." In Southeast Asian Tribes, Minor-
ities, and Nations, edited by Peter Kunstadter, pp.
271-294. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Center for Applied Linguistics. 1979. "Glimpses of Hmong
History and Culture." Indochinese Refugee Education
Guides, General Information Series #16. National In-
dochinese Clearinghouse. Washington, D.C.: Center
for Applied Linguistics.

Dunnigan, Timothy. 1982. "Segmentary Kinship in an Ur-
ban Society: The Hmong of St. Paul-Minneapolis. An-
thropological Quarterly, Vol. 55(3), pp. 126-136.

Geddes, William. 1976. Migrants of the Mountains: The
Cultura! Ecolo of the Blue Miao (Hmong Njua) of
Thailand. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Also, a discussion on Hmong orthography can be found in
Part Three, Language and Literacy, on pages 217-218.

- Glenn L. Hendricks
Minneapolis, Minnesota
August 1985
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PART ONE

Hmong Culture and Change




INTRODUCTION

GLENN L. HENDRICKS

A common theme that emerged throughout the confer-
ence in both the papers and subsequent discussions was
that of the identification of what is representive of
Hmong culture and how it has changed in the period of the
diaspora. Too frequently some observers and commentators
of the Hmong have failed to understand that the concept
of culture implicitly assumes it is dynamic and that over
time varying degrees of change will take place in any so-
ciety. The rate that the change takes place is a func-
tion ot the historical situation as well as attributes of
the culture itself. The failure to understand this leads
some to think in terms of before and after, that there
was a traditional almost unchanging way of Hmong living
that has been severely altered by the events of the peri-
od of flight and subsequent resettlement. That Hmong
life has been radically altered cannot be disputed but
the change must be seen as a matte. of degree. The papers
in this section provide a needed corrective in assisting
us to gain a longer perspective of Hmong society, partic-
ularly in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

It should be noted that these papers, while focusing
on aspects of Hmong society and culture, touch on some
basic issues in the social sciences. Namely, what is the
nature of culture? What constitutes cultural change?
What is the relationship between culture and ethnic iden-
tity? Can change be directed in such fashion that it be-
comes disruptiva of neither culture nor ethnic identity?
We neea not discuss these issues here but the careful
reader will discern distinct, if not opposing, viewpoints
among the authors of the papers that follow. But the is-
sue of change is not necessarily the exclusive arena of
the academic. A central question asked by most of those
who are involved in the resettlement of Hmong refugees
has been how to accomplish the process while allowing
them to maintain their distinctive identity as Hmong.
These papers provide food for thought for those respon-
sible for making decisions about the immediate issues

16
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4 THE HMONG IN TRANSITION

such as providing housing or deciding who can speak for
the Hmong.

William Smalley, a linguist who first became in-
volved with the Hmong over thirty years ago while working
on a project to provide a written form of the Hmong lan-
guage, sketches out a series of stages that he sees as
part of the transformation of that part of the Hmong so-
ciety that mgrated to the West. He points out that
changes had begun to evolve long before the ultimate
flight from Laos. Varying forms of individual and group
behavior in the new setting can be understood, at least
partially, as a function of events in the past. Contrast-
ing patterns of community leadership that have emerged in
various areas of resettlement around the United States
can be traced to both the introduction of education in
Laos and the way in which refugee camps in Thailand were
organized.

Robert Cooper, a British anthropologist who has
worked among the Hmong in both Thailand and Laos, pre-
sents data arguing that in addition to the commonly un-
derstood political reasons for the Hmong flight from Laos
there were also economic motivations for the move. His
thesis is that in examining historical, empirical and ob-
servational data there are grounds for concluding that
conditions in Laos were such that the land could no
longer support the traditional agricultural  economic
basis of Hmong life.  This paper proved to be the most
widely discussed presentation of the Conference, with
many of the Hmong present disputing his interpretation of
the facts and events cited.

Timothy Dunnigan, an anthropologist who has been
keenly interested in the Hmong since they first arrived
in the Twin Cities in 1975, carries our discussion of the
impact of resettlement on Hmong culture further. He dis-
cusses the process by which they are maintaining their
ethnic identity even while some of the attributes which
are said to be markers of being traditional Hmong are in
the process of change. In some cases what appear to be
significant changes n group organization, for example, |
he identifies as latent attributes of Hmong culture which |
have manifested themselves in previous situations of |
Hmong history when their ethnic identity was threatened.

Gary Yia Lee, part of the small Hmong group that mi-
lgratozzd to Australia, was educated there and earned his
©
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INTRODUCTION 5

doctorate n anthropology at the University of Sydney.
Subsequently he has been a leader of the Hmong community
of Austraha. In both his presentation and his comments
on others' papers he was able to give a valuable insider/
outsider's perspective to our discussions. He argues
that, in the Australilan case at least, there are indeed
significant changes in the economiCc basis of Hmong life,
social structure and religious belefs. However, this
need not portend a destruction of their identity as
Hmong, but rather must be seen as an adaptation to
changing circumstances.

A particularly valuable contribution to the partici-
pants of this Conference was the presentation by Louisa
Schein about the Miao (Hmong) in contemporary China. It
was from this group, or at least parts of this group,
that the Hmong of Laos, Thailand and Vietnam migrated
during the eighteenth and early nineteenth century.

Nicholas Tapp, another British-trained anthropolo-
gist, who has worked for several years studying Hmong in
northern Thailand, examines geomancy, the practice of
divination based upon geographical and spatial features,
and its historical place as an attribute of Hmong cul-
ture. He points out that while the practice has its roots
in China, it is but one of many factors to be taken into
account 1n any discussion which assume a "ideal" or tra-
ditional Hmong culture against which any change might be
measured.




STAGES OF HMONG CULTURAL ADAPTATION
William A. Smalley

Americans who have had contact with Hmong in the
United States are often aware that massive change has
come to these new immigrants as they have settled here.
However, many of these same Americans are unaware of the
changes in Hmong life and culture which took place in
Laos and in the Thailand camps over the last generation,
and before.

I, for example, had had some minimal contact with
Hmong in Laos in the early 1950s, but was puzzied at what
seemed to be very different leadership patterns exhibited
in Lao Family Community and its layers of Hmong organiza-
tion in the Twin Cities. I was slow to realize how much
the Hmong learned during the years of military actiorn,
wartime migration and resettlement in Laos and camp life
in Thailand. On the other hand, I occasionally see the
opposite extreme of this limited understanding in other
Americans who write about aspects of Hmong life that de-
veloped in the disruptions of the sixties or seventies as
though they were "traditional.”

THE STAGES

In what follows I would like to suggest several
rather  self-evident stages in the modern historical
changes which are part of Hmong experience. Each stage
manifests certain typical innovations, some of which will
be pointed out later.!

l.  Laos penetration stage: The time when the Hmong were
moving into Laos, when they were oriented more to
China and/or North Vietnam, when there were relative-
ly small numbers, when they had to begin to learn to
cope with new ethnic groups and new power structures
around them, notably those of the Lao and the French.

"1




THE HMONG IN TRANSITION

2. Laos traditional stage: The period when the Hmong
had become a significantly large ethnic group in
Laos, but when they kept to their mountains as much
as possible, and largely avoided contact with more
powerful groups.

3. Laos adaptive stage: The period when a somewhat
stable relationship had been estabished between the
Hmong and other ethnic groups, when they had learned
ways of coping with such groups, and when they were
seeking more aggressively to take a significant place
in the larger life of the Lao state.

4. Laos resettlement stage: The period when increasing
percentages of the Hmong population were forced out
of their villages into resettlement conglomerations
where they typically were mingled with peoples from
other ethnic groups, where the exercise of some tra-
ditional cultural patterns was curtailed, and where
new cultural forces were brought to bear on them with
great suddenness and intensity.

5. Thailand camp stage.
6. United States resettlement stage.

I have deliberately not set dates for these stages.
They are not discrete periods of time, nor did they take
place at exactly the same time for all Hmong in all parts
of Laos. Some Hmong people, some villages, some families
were in the Laos adaptive stage when other families, oth-
er villages, other people were still in the Laos penetra-
tion stage. In 1974, when he was an official in the Lao
coalition ministry of planring, Yang Dao (personal com-
munication) found Hmong in border areas of Laos who still
knew Chinese but not Lao. He discovered this case of the
Laos penetration stage at the same time that many Hmong
elsewhere were in the Laos resettlement stage.

Most Hmong who have reached the United States be-
long, or did belong, to groups which went through all or
most of these stages. Presumably, very few of these in-
dividuals remember when their community was in the Laos
penetration stage, but all the other stages have been
experienced by the older people, and all Hmong in the

20




STAGES OF HMONG CULTURAL ADAPTATION 9

United States are products of this history, with some
individuals and groups having been more strongly influ-
enced by developments in one stage or another.

THE PEOPLE OF MOOS PLAIS

In the early 1950s there was a cluster of four Hmong
villages two days travel (but only sixty miles direct
flight) north of Luang Prabang, the Royal Capital of
Laos. This cluster is usually called Moos Plais by its
former inhabitants now in the Twin Cities. The villages
at Moos Plais were relatively stable and prosperous.
There was enough land so that people did not have to mi-
grate. They had a surplus rice crop, raised animals and
grew opium. I would like to illustrate briefly the sta-
ges of adaptation by reciting a few bits of these peo-
ple's experience.

At least three developments epitomized the transi-
tion of Moos Plais from the Laos traditional stage to the
Laos adaptive stage. The earliest to develop was regular
and frequent trade relations with the Lao. The tradi-
tional Laos period included extensive trade, of course.
But in the Laos adaptive stage, Hmong did not depend so
exclusively on traders coming to them; they also went to
Lao towns in very much larger numbers and with greater
frequency.

Next was cooperation with the French/Lao military
effort. Initially it was simply a matter of Hmong men
patrolling under the leadership of their own headmen to
ambush occasional bands of Pathet Lao and to defend their
villages, but during the early 1950s the French/Lao
forces set up a multi-ethnic garrison at Moos Plais, with
ten French officers led by a colonel. Lao officers and
technicians were also stationed there, as were troops
from other mountain peoples in addition to Hmong. Heli-
copters began to come with increasing frequency. An air-
strip was built, shortening the trip from Luang Prabang
to a few minutes. Eventually the Lao and French offi-
cers at Moos Plais were replaced by Hmong under the com-
mand of General Vang Pao, and the garrison was supplied
by American pilots.

The third major indication of the Laos adaptive
stage was in the establishment of a Lao school in Moos

Q
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Plais. This provided only two years of education, but
for the first time almost all of the boys and many of the
girls began to learn the rudiments of reading and writing
Lao, together with a little arithmetic and Lao civics. A
small number of boys who showed aptitude and were other-
wise suitable then went to live with Lao contacts or
friends in nearby Lao towns to continue their education.

The Laos Resettlement Stage

Some of the older men from Moos Plais now living in
the Twin Cities look back on the late period of the Laos
traditional stage and the Laos adaptive stage as their
golden age. They were prosperous; they sensed progress
and change, but they were able to cope; they had a sense
of accomplishment and of power.

But by about 19677 the military garrison at Moos
Plais was forced to withdraw, and most of the villagers
(about 160 people) went with them. They left everything
they could not carry or lead. After a day's walk they
reached Mom Phuv, a large Hmong village south of Moos
Plais, which also had a military garrison and an air-
strip. Their military garrison from Moos Plais joined
that of Mom Phuv, and the civilians camped in tents sup-
plied by the military. They were completely dependent;
all of their food was airlifted in.

Thus began, on a small scale for these Hmong from
Moos Plais, the Laos resettlement stage. Other refugees
from nearby areas joined them, fleeing their own vil-
lages. Their settlement was a small example of what
Ajchenbaum and Hassoun (1979) have called an "agglomera-
tion de guerre,' and what I will call a conglomeration.
It was characterized by the intermingling of Hmong groups
who themselves did not know each other, in the same com-
munity with still other different ethnic groups (Khmu',
Mien, Thai Dam, Lao). The military provided what overall
organization there was. In this particular case the
rainy season, the uncertainty about the future and the
danger made farming and other normal economic activity
impossible, so that all food and other supplies were
flown in.

In scarcely two months the whole Mom Phuv conglomer-
ation had to move on again as the military situation once
more became impossible and the combined garrison with-
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drew. Their move formed a new conglomeration at Tr.os
Tub, another Hmong village with a garrison strategically
located in the mountains above the confluence of the Nam
Ou (Lao: Ou River) with the Mekong, only twenty miles
north of Luang Prabang. This conglomeration lasted six
months, during which time it was reguiarly surrounded by
heavy fighting and suffered many casualties. Its numbers
continued to be swelled by more diverse groups which
joined as they fled their earlier settlements and con-
glomerations.

Finally, the civilians were flown out of Toos Tub to
a safer destination, leaving the militarv forces to help
defend Luang Prabang. They settled aiong the Nam Poui
(Lao: Poui River), in an area that was across the Mekong
River from Moos Plais, toward the Thai border and about
thirty miles southwest of the provincial capital of
Sayaboury.# The people flown in from Toos Tub joined a
small population of Lao and Hmong already in the area,
which had not been appreciably affected by the war.
Through further influx of displaced people, the popula-
tion in this new conglomeration eventually increased to
eight thousand or nine thousand.

Nam Poui was more systematically and more permanent-
ly built than the previous conglomerations in which its
new residents had settled. Lao and United States aid of-
ficials laid ‘out the town in blocks.”> People from dif-
ferent ethnic groups lived in different parts of town.
Within the Hmong section, the people originally from Moos
Plais lived together and preserved the social structures
they brought with them, under the same family and village
leaders.

United States aid provided some animals for breeding
and seed to plant both irrigated and mountain rice
fields. Within a few months the people were growing
their own food and were beginning to develop cash pro-
duce, primarily in pigs. The government and the American
aid program extended a road into the community, helped in
the devel ‘pment of irrigated lands and built public
buildings, including a school. Lao, Chinese and Indian
merchants built stores and moved in.

In many important ways the conglomeration at Nam
Poui was very different from the constricted and badly
overpopulated larger conglomerations such as Long Cheng,
in the heurt of the war zone. Nam Poui had a similar
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mixture of population €without the resident Americans)
and a similar dominant military umbrella, but stress
levels were lower, and it became economically self-suffi-
cient. Ultimately it did not have to be supplied with
food by the government, and it began to prosper.

In terms of adaptation, Nam Poui shared with the
other semipermanent conglomerations an increased exposure
to nontraditional technology and material goods, greater
opportunity for Lao education of the children, signifi-
cant interaction with non-Hmong, and an overarching poli-
tical structure which was supolied by the military, but
which allowed traditional village and family structures
(when they were still intact) to operate on a lower lev-
el. In this mixed environment, spurred by the needs cre-
ated through displacement, many Hmong rapidly learned
things and became used to conditions they had never known
before.

Nam Poui was settled about 1968. In 1975, some
weeks after General Vang Pao left Laos, most of the con-
glomeration of Nam Poui left en masse for Thailand. The
caravan of several thousand people crossed the border,
was disarmed by the Thai, and was resettled in a location
that became the camp called Sop Tuang.

The Thailand Camp Stage

At Sop Tuang, life was in some respects a continua-
tion of the Nam Poui conglomeration. Most of the origi-
nal refugees moved in together, and as they built Sop
Tuang, they followed the organizational patterns they had
been using at Nam Poui. The same Hmong major who had
been in charge of the garrison at Nam Poui and who had
been the overall leader of the conglomeration was also
the Hmong person in charge here under the Thai authori-
ties. The same settlement by ethnic groups took place.
These ethnic groups continued to be organized under the
leadership each had brought with it. New refugee groups
were added from time to time, as had happened in Nam
Poui. They came as villages or other sizable, previously
existing groups—not as individuals, small family groups
or parts of families.

What was different about Sop Tuang, as compared to
Nam Poui, was that now the groups had constraints result-
ing from their status as refugees in a different country.
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Placed above the social structure imported from Nam Poui
was a level of authority responsible to the Thai govern-
ment. A Thai military officer presided over the camp,
and Thai soldiers were stationed there.

Furthermore, in Nam Poui the Lao and United States
governments had provided money, goods and personnel to
help lay out and build the community and get the people
started. But the people of the conglomeration had been
able to outgrow the need for extensive economic help. At
Sop Tuang, after an initial period of inaction, the Thai
government, the United Nations High Commissioner for Ref-
ugees, and numerous religious and charitable agencies
gathered to provide food, medical care, education, sani-
tation, opportunities for economic development and essen-
tial supplies of material goods. Here was a loosely-knit
group of organizations, sometimes cooperating, often com-
peting, which the refugees had to learn to depend on for
survival,

The most significant difference from Nam Poui, so
far as the people were concerned, was that there was in-
sufficient economic opportunity for them. Some men were
able to take advantage of the limited oppor.unities for
employment within and outside of camp, and women could
sell their handiwork to some eactent,é but neither en-
deavor was adequate to solve financial needs.

The experience of the villagers from Moos Plais at
Camp Sop Tuang was in several important ways different
also from that of Hmong in the much larger, more densely
settled and more important camp of Ban Vinai. Refugees
who arrived at Ban Vinai tended to come in small clus-
ters, accompanied by only fragments of their social
groupings.  Unlike those at Sop Tuang, they often had to
travel through Pathet Lao areas, had to hide out in the
jungle for long periods, started out malnourished and
arrived starving. They had to break up into small groups
to avoid detection, and many groups and individuals who
headed for that part of Thailand never did arrive. When
people did reach Ban Vinai there may have been members of
their social groups already there, but the newcomers had
to take whatever housing location was available, and
could not live in groupings to which they were accus-
tomed.

So the lower rungs of leadership that existed under
the top levels of Thai control and the formal organiza-
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tion of Ban Vinai, were set up somewhat differently from
those at Sop Tuang. Both camps were divided into sec-
tors. In Sop Tuang the sectors were natural ones (in
terms of preexistent groupings) with people clustered in
somewhat familiar ways.” In Ban Vinai people belonged to
whatever sector they happened to be assigned housing in.
As families or villages were reunited at Ban Vinai, they
did, of course, reestablish older relationships, and a
considerable part of the informal structure of the camp
was made up of such groups in spite of their scattered
residence. The formal structure, however, did not match
the informal structure as well as they matched at Sop
Tuang. An important related difference between Sop Tuang
and Ban Vinai was in the part played by the educated
youth at Ban Vinai. In the years immediately preceding
the initial evacuation of 1975, there had been about six
hundred Hmong students in Vientiane. They had formed a
student association as a mutual assistance group. As
they evacuated to Thailand and eventually ended up in Ban
Vinai they were very important in organizing and running
some of the necessary functions of camp life. They as-
sisted in food distribution, camp cleanup and sanitation,
and they took over education of the children, as well as
English classes for everyone.

It seems that they were in a strategic place for two
reasons: their education better prepared them for sorue
aspects of this new situation, and the shredded social
structures perhaps left a vacuum in leadership and poten-
tial for action on some levels of camp life. In Ban
Vinai, as at Sop Tuang, the Hmong military provided the
leadership at the top. Below that, in Ban Vinai, the
functions served by the youth group were eventually
absorbed into the more formal structure of the camp or,
in the case of education, were taken over by the Thai.
Furthermore, the contribution was temporary because the
educated youth often went on to other countries sooner
than many others. But for a while thsy were critical to
the functioning of the camp.?

At Sop Tuang, on the other iand, the youth as a
group were of little importance in the operation of the
camp. They occupied a much more traditional relationship
to the community, I am ¢ ';gesting, because community pat-
terns had not been shredded in the migration, and also
because there was not as large a nucleus of students more
acculturated than their eiders as there was at Ban Vinai.
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The United States Resettlement Stage

The only aspect of the United States resettlement
stage on which I'll take time to comment is one regarding
the evolution of the role of the youth at Ban Vinai. It
is the difference in Hmong leadership and social organi-
zation between Dallas-Fort Worth, Texas, and Minneapolis-
St. Paul, Minnesota, reported by Mason and Downing (Mason
1983; Downing 1983). In Dallas-Fort Worth, a strong
youth group operating under young leadership performs
adaptive and supportive functions somewhat parallel to
those carried out by the youth groups of Vientiane, Nam
Prong and Ban Vinai. There is no mutual assistance asso-
ciation controlled by elders. In the Twin Cities of
Minneapolis-St. Paul, however, although seme of the lead-
ers of the same group which was active in the camp are
present, there is no significant youth leadership for the
Hmong community. Instead, the primary leadership comes
from a variety of older types, including the former mili-
tary and former people of influence in Laos, as well as
people emerging in the American situation.

As for the people of Moos Plais who are now in the
Twin Cities, certain aspects of the social structure
which they maintained throughout moves to Mom Phuv, Toos
Tub, Nam Poui and Sop Tuang still govern their relation-
ships here. This is supplemented by tenuous ties to the
Lao Family Community and its network of relationships,
all under the umbrella of an American system about which
the people of Moos Plais are learning, but still under-
stand very little.

TYPICAL INNOVATIONS OF THE STAGES

Here follows, then, a sketchy Lst of the innova-
tions which I see as being characteristic of the stages.
I do not know much about the Laos penetration stage, but
presurnably those Hmong who knew an outside language spoke
a Chinese language or Vietnamese, depending on where they
came from. They were small in number, kept much to them-
selves, and had infrequent contacts with the Lao or
French.

In the Laos traditional stage Hmong had established
trade patterns with Haw, Lao and Chinese traders who came
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16 THE HMONG IN TRANSITION

to their villages, but there was minimal travel to Lao
towns, minimal learning of the Lao language, and minimal
contact with the Lao/French military and government. The
contact they did have included paying tribute that con-
sisted of mountain and jungle products (Yang 1975:45).
Yang Dao reports that the first low-level distiict offi-
cer (tasseng) was appointed as early as 1896, although it
was not until much later that this practice became wide-
spread. Hmong numbers, however, were increasing rapidly,
and some Hmong did experience some severe conflicts with
the French/Lao, notably the revo* of 1919 to 1921.
Hmong cultivation of the poppy for the opium trade became
economically very important in the country.

In the Laos adaptive stage, major changes, which
significantly began to alter the position and role of at
least some Hmong in Laos, took place. The Hmong presence
now became very noticeable as they traveled in groups to
Lao provincial centers to trade, becoming regular vendors
in the markets (Yang 1975:122-127), and as some of them
began to live closer to these Lao towns. The provincial
capital of Xieng Khouang became an important Hmong cr
ter. The establishment of Lao schools in Hmong vii-
lages“ and the practice of sending a few Hmong students
to Lao towns to study, began in this period.  Virtually
all Hmong men now spoke some Lao, and Lao vocabulary bor-
rowings laced Hmong discourse. A few Hmong went to
France to study, and a tiny educated Hmong elite began to
emerge.

A national Hmong leadership was epitomized at first
with Touby Lyfoung, who became officially recognized as
leader of the Hmong by the French/Lao goverment in 1947
(Yang 1975:51), and by his rival Faydang Lobliayao, who
led the communist faction (Yang 1975:54). Later there
were Vang Pao and others. During this period the cooper-
ation with the French/Lao military and civilian authori-
ties became strong among some of the noncommunist Hmong,
and a sense of participation in the Lao state began to
emerge. Hmong district heads (tasseng) were now fre-
quently appointed.

Christianity, both in Roman Catholic and in Protes-
tant forms, made solid headway for the first time among
the Hmong in Laos during this stage. Missionary efforts
had existed long before that, but for some Hmong, conver-
sion to Christianity now became a desirable option
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(Barney 1957a,b).

Some Hmong also began to make use of Western medi-
cine as administered in Lao hospitals to a much greater
degree than before, although Western medical treatment
still tended to be a solution of last resort, and the
quality of the medical treatment available was not good
(Dooley 1958:1921f; Halpern 1961).

In the Laos resettlement stage, modern war came to a
large percentage of the Hmong population in Laos with
cruel force and disruption. The Hmong participation in
the war became intense. Hmong suffered terrible casual-
ties, many villages being uprooted, some several times;
and large parts of the population were resettled in refu-
gee conglomerations, often around military centers.l2
Normal agricultural and economic activity were often im-
possible on any adaquate scale, and in many of the cen-
ters Hmong were forced to live by external aid plus what-
ever new economic skills they could learn. Traditional
sewing skills wer2 adapted to make items directly salable

to Westerners. .
For many Hmong, war and conglomerate life brought

participation in some forms of modern technology. In-
struments of war—-and in some areas, those of transpor-
tation and agriculture—became more widely known.  Mili-
tary  participation and life in the conglomerations
brought new social structures that overlaid the tradi-
tional ones still in place. Many military learned an
English-based code for communication with American offi-
cers and civilian pilots, while some Hmong learned to
communicate in everyday English. -

Westernization and adaptation to Lao culture was
intensified for some Hmong as they participated with Lao
and Americans in the war effort, lived in the same con-
glomerations with Lao and other ethnic groups, and in a
few cases became more educated in Lao.

Hmong literacy increased slightly. In addition to
the romanized orthograjhy, two Lao-based writing systems
were in use during the period. One was developed by the
Hmong who sided with the Pathet Lao and the other by
parts of the Protestant church (Smalley 1976; Lemoine
1972a).  As economic and cultural deprivation and mili-
tary stress increased, there developed the Chao Fa (Lao:
"Lord of the Sky") Messianic movement, an attempt to re-
create a golden past mixed with elements of the changing
present, something which was uniquely Hmong. With it was
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18 THE HMONG IN TRANSITION

invented a writing system unlike any of the others in use
for the language (Lemoine 1972a:142-146).

The Thailand camp stage was in many ways an exten-
sion of the conglomerate life of the resettlement areas
in Laos. There were some important differences, of
course. Camp life brought contact with a different gov-
ernment and numerous foreign agencies. It brought arti-
ficial restriction on movement, and even more fimited
possibilities for economic self-help. It also brought
some relief from war pressures, although the pressure
continued for those Hmong who slipped back across the
border to continue fighting or who had relatives in dan-
ger in Laos.

The degree to which traditional social structures
were shredded in camp life depended on the family history
of disaster. Some camps pruserved the spatial proximity
of traditional relationships from earlier village settle-
ment. Dan Vinai in particular did not. For many Hmong
the camps brought the trauma of family separation of a
new kind. Parts of extended families would leave to
travel unimaginable distances to fearful and legendary
destinations in other parts of the world.

The camps brought Thai education for children, and
intensified aesire and opportunity for Hmong literacy.
It also brought high motivation and increased opportunity
for learning English. Yang Dao (personal communication)
states that at Nam Phong, the Thai camp to which the
first Hmong refugees were taken, there was an English
class taught by the few who knew some English "under
every tree)- Eventually some of this adult education was
taken over by social agencies from outside the camp.

The Hmong who came to the United States, then, came
with a far more varied and complex experience than a
reading of Lemoine (1972b), set in the Lao adaptive
stage, or Geddes (1976), set in an analogous stage in
Thailand, would lead us to expect. Some people had been
swept along by the changing events, without learning to
do much more than minimal coping for survival. Others
had responded to the new situations by learning new
skills and adapting creatively to new opportunities.

The innovations of the United States resettlement
stage are beyond the scope of this paper, even if they
were to be presented only in the sketchy form with which
I approached the other stages. But for many Hmong this
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has been the most traumatic stage of all. This is the
stage, of course, in which many Americans have come to
know the Hmong. The attempt to understand something of
what is behind the adaptations emearging in the United
States requires us to look at the innovations which took
place in the camps and, before that, in the resettlement
conglomerations, in addition to examining traditional
life. Adaptation to life in America continues the pro-
cess which has been going on through the lifetimes of the
Hmong who are here.
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NOTES

1 am here concerned only with modern history of the
Hmong, and only with developments which took place in
Laos and among Hmong who were dispersed from Laos since
1975. The centuries-long experience of the Hmong in
China is not included.

2This is probably a Hmong pronunciation of the Lao Muong
Plai. The Hmong name is Zos Kev Xov Hlau. The villages
were located about one third of the way between Muong
Sai and Muong Ngoi. Principal informant on the
experience of the Moos Plais people was Vam Ntxhais
Xyooj (Vas Say Xiong), headman of one of the villages
throughout the total experienced described. His infor-
mation was supplemented by that provided by other mem-
bers of the group.

3This date is estimated by working back from Vam Ntxhais
Xyooj's memory of approximate times spent in subsequent
locations.

A move of about one tundred direct-line miles.

Q
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5Note that rectangular blocks and houses oriented to them
are not in keeping with traditional Hmong house-
orientation patterns.

6Doris Whitelock reported (personal communication) that
at nearby camp Ban Nam Yao; men sometimes worked with
women at the embroidery and became fairly good at it.

TnThe constraint of space, so common in the other refugee
camps, is not a problem in Sop Tuang. The camp is
spread over approximately 1,000 acres ... [This has]
allowed the residents to group themselves into natural
village communities.” (Committee for Coordination
1982:52).

8] have not had time to find out how conglomerations like
Long Cheng were organized, and whether (as I suspect)
some of that organization carried over into the camps.

9nformation about Ban Vinai and the youth group there is
primarily from Yang Vang, who was one of the youths in-
volved.

10For a map of nineteenth century Hmong migration into
Laos, see Yang 1975:10.

llyang Dao reports that the first such school in Xieng
Khouang Province was established in 1939 (1975:134).

12For an indication of the distribution of Hmong resettle-

ment areas in southern Xieng Khouang Province in 1974,
see Yang 1975:144.

13The square or oblong paj ntaub decorative pieces sold by
Hmong women in the United States date back to 1964, dur-
ing the resettlement stage in Vientiane. The sewing
«ills are very much older, of course, as are most of
.he designs typically to be seen in examples of this
craft. However, the square form was adapted for sale to
tourists out of the traditional baby carrier shaped to
hold the baby on the mother's back, and with straps
attached (Lemoine, personal communication).
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THE HMONG OF LAOS:
ECONOMIC FACTORS IN REFUGEE EXODUS AND RETURN

Robert Cooper*

INTRODUCTORY NOTE

This paper is concerned only with the economic as-
pects of Hmong exodus from and repatriation to Laos. It
is not suggested that economic motives for fleeing an in-
tolerable situation preclude or dominate other motives.
That the great majority of Hmong refugees fled because of
a genuinely-felt fear of reprisal or persecution from the
new regime is not called into question. 1| suggest only
that there were additional economic reasons for the Hmong
to leave Laos, and to leave when they did. These econo-
mic factors in the Hmong exodus are important (or are
likely to become important) to any discussion of future
return to Laos, however and under whatever political or
military conditions that return is envisaged.

I am fully aware that the suggestion that economic
factors played a role in the Hmong refugee exodus, albeit
a subordinate role, will transgress some Hmong sensitivi-
ties. I hope that my Hmong friends, on both sides of the
frontier, will understand that my intention in making
this suggestion is only to contribute to the debate on
the future welfare of all Hmong, particularly those cur-
rently caught up in the no man's land of refugee camps.

Naively, I ask the Hmong reader to set aside the in-
tolerance and suspicion bred through years of tragedy and
uncertainty and to approach this paper with as much as he
or she can muster of the tolerance and sincerity that
characterizes traditional, peaceful, village Hmong soci-
ety.

THE THESIS

So far, 190 Hmong have repatriated voluntarily to
Laos since the United Nations High Commissioner for Refu-
gees (UNHCR) began a voluntary repatriation programme in
1980) (see Table 1; all figures ars correct as of end of
1983).
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24 THE HMONG IN TRANSITION

Table !
VOLUNTARY REPATRIATION TO LAOS

Year Lao Hmong Yao
1980 193
1981 276 130 133
1982 802 59 208
1983 526 1 80
1,797 190 421 TOTAL: 2,408

Not very many. But the importance of the programme
cannot be judged simply by the numbers involved. A great
many more Hmong are at this moment (January 1984) sitting
it out in refugee camps in Thailand, waiting to see what
happens to the 190 before deciding which way to go: on
to America or back to Laos.

One-hundred-ninety people is, if you put them all
together, only the size of one Hmong village, and not a
very big one at that. One-hundred-ninety returnees com-
pared to more than 60,000 Hmong who have chosen resettle-
ment in third countries; 190 returnees compared to more
than 40,000 Hmong currently in the camps; 190 returnees
compared to more than 100,000 Hmong who have fled the Lao
Peoples Democratic Republic. And 190 returnees compared
to an estimated 200,000 Hmong remaining in the country.

The number of Hmong who have decided to turn around
and go back home is tiny, yet the movement back to Laos
has a significance far greater that its size. Their de-
cision to return poses questions which must be answered.
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Why did Hmong leave Laos? Why did the exodus take
the apparently erratic form evident in the annual and
monthly statistics? (Tables 2 and 3). Why are there such
remarkable differences between departure patterns of low-
land Lao and highland Hmong (Table 2, 3 and 4). Why did
the majority of Hmong remain in Laos? Why did some Hmong,
having left, decide to return to Laos?

Reference to political factors alone cannot fully
answer these questions or fully explain patterns of beha-
viour. I am going to suggest that by adding an economic
theory to the well-known political facts, we can come
nearer to an explanation.

In this paper, I shall argue that the environment
that supported traditional Hmong swidden (slash-and-burn)
cultivation in Laos had . hanged significantly before the
great exodus of 1975, and that because of this change
many of those who fled at that time might have died of
hunger had they remained in Laos. I shall zlso consider
the possibility that the very magnitude of the exodus re-
established something of an ecological equilibrium, fur-
ther reducing the urgency ot the exodus rate and raising
the possibility that resources in Laos could support a
movement of Hmong refugee farmers back to the mountains
of Laos.

I am also going to suggest that Hmong who chose to
leave Laos early in the year probably had sound economic
motives, in addition to any other motives, for going at
just that time.

I find it convenient to arrange evidence and argu-
ments to test the following thesis:

In Laos, a direct correlation exists between the
Hmong population/resources ratio and the rate of
exodus and return.

I shall consider evidence to support this thesis

within  three categories: historical, observational and
empincal,
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Table 2

ARRIVALS IN THAILAND BY YEAR

1975 1976 1977 1978 1979 1980 1981 1982 1983

LAO 10,195 19,899 18,065 48,786 22,045 23,967 16,028 3,203 4,521

HILL- 8,659 7,266 3,873 8,013 23,943 1§91 8,305 L3316 2,370
TRIBE

Table 3
ARRIVALS IN THAILAND BY MONTH

A. HILL-TRIBE*

Year Jan Feb Mar  Apr May Jwn Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec TOTAL

1981 651 403 1,221 662 358 228 3 284 151 182 L] 185 4,305

1982 182 171 71 319 191 0 L] 162 168 127 108 17 816

1983 235 593 239 540 178 9 354 206 0 12 134 220 2,370
B. LOWLAND LAO

1981 651 83  L221 662 358 228 36 284 151 182 L] 185 4,305

1982 643 612 23 196 189 227 215 250 79 120 96 188 3,203
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THE HISTORICAL EVIDENCE

During the years 1850 to 1880, the Hmong in China
fought a series of wars against the Manchy Government,
which was at the time committed to a policy of heavy tax-
ation in order to pay off the heavy indemnities demanded
by the British after the Opium War and was looking for
ways of making money. Opium had caused these indemnities
and it seems likely that the Manchus saw opium as a way
of paying off these indemnities. Certainly the Chinese
policy of banning opium cultivation was now reversed and
production seems to have been encouraged. With the Hmong
sitting on some of the best opium land in the world, it
is logical to assume that the Chinese authorities of the
time wanted control over it and revenue from it. It
seems reasonable therefore to say that the Hmong-Manchu
wars were predominantly economic in character.

To say that the wars had economic motives does not,
of course, deny that there was repression by the Manchu
authorities or that many thousands of Hmong fled across
the border. For all we know, the nineteenth century
Hmong exodus from China could have been every bit as
great as the twentieth century exodus from Laos. Perhaps
even greater. Of course, repression was not absolute and
in spite of the great number of refugees who fled the
country, the majority of Hmong remained in nineteenth
century China, as the majority of Hmong remained in twen-
tieth century Laos.

Thus, the history of the Hmong is seen to contain at
least one precedent of large-scale refugee exodus. The
Hmong, unable to continue their way of life without in-
terference from the Chinese authorities, fled in large
numbers from one nation state to re-establish themselves
successfully in another nation state.

This nineteenth century refugee movement slowed down
once persecution, or the fear of persccution, ceased to
exist. However, the movement did not stop.  Still less
did it reverse. Significantly, it continued. Why?

I can see only one reason to explain the persistent
movement from China, thro