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PREFACE

The Hmong refugees from Laos have come to the
United States and other Western countries as part of
the more general flow of refugees which ensued from
the Communist victories in Vietnam and Laos in 1975.
The Hmong have attracted the attention of scholars
from around the country because of the unique problems
of resettlement and cultural adaptation they face,.
Their arrival in our communities has provided many of
us an opportunity to study a tribal people suddenly
brought into contact with a Western society.

This volume is the product of a national Hmong
Research Conference held at the University of Minneso-
ta on October 2 and 3, 1981. With the exception of
the contribution of Johns and Strecker, who were un-
able to attend, the articles collected here are re-
vised versions of the papers presented at the confer-
ence. Many disciplines, subjects, and points of view
are represented because of the diversity of people
who are now working with the Hmong. But there is, we
believe, a common theme throughout. All of the arti-
cles relate to the Hmong as they are seen in the
West and the problems they face as a refugee popula-
tion, The participants in the conference were drawn
together because of a common interest in this popula-
tion, not because of common disciplinary interests.

The volume has been organized into five sectioms.
The first is devoted to an introductory essay by Yang
Dao, presented as the keynote address at the confer-
ence, in which he outlines the recent history of his
people. The section on "Hmong Culture and Culture
Change'" includes discussions of various aspects of
Hmong customs, beliefs, and practices which have been
carried over and in some cases changed in the process
of resettlement. "Hmong Language and Communication"
includes an article on a specific Hmong grammatical
structure and three on alternative forms of communica-
tion--disguised, poetic, and musical--in Hmong society.
"Language Learning Issues" includes reports on studies
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of literacy and language acquisition in Hmong popu-
lations in Thailand and in the United States and dis-
cussions of problems in second language learning and
of national language policies affecting refugee adap-
tation. The last section, called "The Hmong in
America: Problems and Prospects,'" includes discus-
sions of several types of problems the Hmong face
here in the United States—-in health, nutrition,
community relations, and employment--and the progress
being made in overcoming them.

We would like to thank all of the authors for
their cooperation in making the rapid publication of
this volume possible. We would also like to thank
the Departments of Anthropology, Concerts and Lec-
tures, East Asian Languages, History, and Linguis-
tics, the Office of International Programs, the Grad-
uate School, the College of Liberal Arts, and the Lao
Student Association, all of the University of Minne-
sota, for their support of the conference and this
volume. We especially want to thank the typists,
Chris McKee and Pam Antonich, for their patience and
skillful work, and our assistant, Vang Vang, and
CURA's editor, Judith Weir, for help with editing and
proofreading. Finally, we gratefully acknowledge the
very strong support that the Southeast Asian Refugee
Studies Project has received from the Center for Ur-
ban and Regional Affairs, without which this volume
would not exist.

March 1, 1982 Bruce T. Downing
Douglas P. Olney
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A Note on Hmong Orthography

All references to elements of the Hmong lan-
guage in this volume are presented in the Romanized
Popular Alphabet (RPA), which has become the standard
orthography for Hmong at least in the West. Some
authors have also presented, in addition, their own
phonetic or phonemic transcriptions of orally elic-
ited data.

The RPA was devised by American and French
missionaries and introduced in Laos in 1953. It rep-
resents all of the comsonant, vowel and tone distinc-
tions of Hmong with ordinary Roman letters, entirely
avoiding special symbols and diacritics.

Words in Hmong are generally monosyllabic. The
orthographic representation of any syllable has the
following general characteristics:

1. Each word includes one or two vowel letters
(e.g., a, e, u, ai, ia) representing a simple or

diphthongal vowel nucleus.

2. Doubling of the same vowel letter (ee, 0o0) in-
dicates nasalization of the vowel and possibly,
depending on the dialect, a syllable-final con-
sonant sound like orthographic -ng in English.
(There are no other final consonants in Hmong.)

3. Preceding the vowel there may be one to four
consonant letters, indicating an initial conso-
nant or consonant cluster. The letter h follow-
ing another consonant indicates aspiration of
the preceding sound, so that ph is similar to
the English p in pat (in contrast with the un-
aspirated p in speak). An initial h (in the
sequences hm, hn, hl) marks the sound it
accompanieg_és_;bizgiess. The letter n preced-
ing another consonant indicates prenasalization;
it is pronounced as m before p; n before t, d,
and r; and ng before | k.
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4, A consonant letter as the last letter of a
syllable or word represents the tone on which
the vowel is produced, as follows:

-b  high tone

-3j high falling tone

-v  mid rising tone

- mid tone

-s mid-low tomne

-g mid-low breathy tone

-m low glottalized tone

-d low rising tone (a predictable variant of E)

Apart from this special use of final letters to
mark tone, the consonant and vowel letters gen-
erally have familiar values, the principal excep-
tions being:

pronounced like English s

pronounced like English sh or the s in sugar

pronounced like the English z in azure

a retroflex stop sound more like English t

or d than English r N

a sound like the t-y sequence in English

fit youth T

q a sound like k or g but pronounced with the
back of the tongue further back in the mouth

w a vowel similar to that in English but or
unstressed just T

aw a diphthong similar to w but prolonged

H N O X

[g]

One final caution to the reader: two distinct
dialects of the Hmong language are spoken by refugees
in the United States. These are usually referred to
as Blue (or Green) Hmong and White Hmong. In addi-
tion there are many regional differences of pronunci-
ation, vocabulary and grammar. The RPA orthography
was designed to provide a single standard written
form of each word; it will not therefore correspond
to an individual's actual pronunciation in many cases.
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PART ONE

INTRODUCTION



WHY DID THE HMONG LEAVE LAOS?

Yang Dao

Translated from French by Sylvianne Downing

The presence of the Hmong refugees in the United
States raises many questions concerning the motiva-
tions which drove them to leave Laos in great numbers
and choose the road of exile. Were they struck by
some kind of fate which has pursued them since the be-
ginning of time? Did they abandon their country be-
cause of a desire for adventure or because of the
nomadic spirit that there has been a tendency to at-
tribute to them? Did they flee their houses, their
fields, and their villages to escape from misery and
famine? No. The reasons are much deeper. Let us
first briefly recall the traditional society of the
Hmong.

Generally known under the name of '"Meo'--a name
that the Hmong do not accept--the Hmong constituted,
in Laos, a relatively homogeneous and important ethnic
group. With a strength of 300,000 people, they made
up one tenth of the total population. They habitually
chose the summits of the mountains to establish their
homes; the land they occupied stretched over nine
provinces in the north of the country.

The social organization of the Hmong is the re-
flection of a mentality which remains, across the
ages, deeply impregnated with the concept of group,
resting on the family and the clan. Accordingly, all
the people who are descendants of the same ancestor
live together, insofar as it is possible, and form a
real community of interest that the girls alone will
leave when they get married, to enter another similar
community. If the family is of a somewhat flexible
nature, the clan continues as a stable entity. In
Laos there are more then twenty clans among the Hmong
and all these clans are exogamous. Two people coming
from the same clan, even separated by thousands of



miles, cannot get married, being considered as brother
and sister. Marriage, war, and migrations disperse
the family, but the clan ties are permanent. -

This is why, as poor as they may be, the Hmong
feel a sense of security in the clan system and in
~the network of alliances formed through marriage which
assure them of counsel, help, and support by integrat-
ing them into the great family of the Hmong. This
social organization, founded on a millenium of soli-
darity, has been able through the centuries to help
the Hmong people avoid juvenile delinquency, begging,
and other social evils which ravage most of the un-
derdeveloped countries and which burden many societies
considered progressive. In France and in the United
States, just as in Laos, a Hmong cannot live isolated
without his or her morale being hurt, his or her life
disrupted and his or her future affected. This explains
the great mobility of the Hmong refugees who every-
where are trying to regroup and who in this have
continually astonished the welcoming countries.

T The traditional Hmong economy is based essen-
_tially on the raising of crops and livestock. Al-

. though the general tendency may have been, during the
last thirty years, to search for irrigated rice fields
in the plains which would allow them to become seden-
tary, the majority of the Hmong are still using the
"slash and burn" agriculture imposed by the mountain-
ous topography. It consists in summarily clearing an
area of the forest which is later set on fire. The
soil, cleared and fertilized by the ashes, is used to
produce successive crops after which the cultivated
area is abandoned for a certain period to allow time

[ for the land to regenerate itself. In the case of the

. Hmong people whose efforts are still moving toward

. self-sufficiency, the growing of food is of great im-
por*ance. Rice is the basis of the Hmong diet while
c ‘s intended for feeding poultry, pigs and horses.

.nese principal crops can be added a wide variety
+« vegetables and plants.

1 cannot speak to you about the Hmong without
mentioning the growing of the opium poppy. The "Meo"



have often been accused of having poisoned the

West with this drug. What is the real story? The
opium poppy originated in the Middle East. Before

our era, it was already known by the Greeks. Three
centuries before Jesus Christ, Hippocrates prescribed
it as a medication for certain of his patients. It
seems that it was toward the end of the 18th century
that the Hmong, stripped of their land in the plains

by the Chinese Imperial Army, started to grow, on the
mountains in China, the opium poppy which had been
introduced into that country by the all-powerful - -4
British East Indies Company. In Laos, the Hmong have - ~
continued to raise this crop primarily for economic '
and medical reasons. A small quantity of opium has a -
great value, Sold raw on the local markets, it pro- -
duced the necessary income to pay taxes under French
colonization, to buy cooking utensils, to obtain fab-
rics and clothing, and to send children to school. —
Opium is at the same time a medicine and a source of
relaxation and for only a few is it the compelling

drug that we know. The Hmong know its analgesic

power. Isolated on their mountains, without hospitals -
or doctors and without modern medications, it is their
only recourse against the fevers and neuralgia which _
often ravage their region., The Hmong never imagined -~
that traffickers of all sorts from the countries of
Asia and the West could transform this opium into
heroin to poison mankind.

If growing crops is the principal activity of the
Hmong, raising livestock nevertheless occupies a very
important place in their traditional economy. Each
family owns ten to thirty roosters, hens and pullets,
five to ten pigs and often one or several horses for
transportation. Many herds of steers and buffaloes
roam the grassy mountains of the Hmong country.

This Hmong society, founded on a traditional
solidarity and on an economy in transition, has been
deeply affected by twenty-five years of war. The
bloody repressions and the great exodus abroad which
followed the takeover of power in Vientiane in 1975
by the Pathet Lao only accelerated its dislocation,
indeed its destruction. How did the Hmong of Laos
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get to where they are? To understand the cruel drama
which presently affects this people of Laos, we must
retrace the course of history.

The Hmong are one of the most ancient peoples in
Asia. Their ancestors, they say, cultivated the
plains of the Blue River and the Yellow River in China.
There they expanded and became prosperous under the
watchful care of the spirits of their ancestors.

One day, this peaceful people was invaded by
hordes of conquerors coming from the north--the Han

‘Chinese--who pillaged their cities and villages,

massacred their wives and children, and occupied by
force their fertile lands. Thus began a bloody and

~deadly strife that for four thousand years would pit

the Hmong against the invaders. These invaders gave
to the Hmong the appelation '"Miao," which later be-
came "Meo" and which means "barbarian'--an expression
formerly used, in Europe, by the Romans to designate
other peoples.

Defeated in the end by the troops of the Chinese
Empire, who were better organized, better equipped,
and greatly superior in number, the Hmong force dis-
banded around the middle of the 18th century. A great

:-number of the survivors eventually faced humiliation,

"~ jail, and death. Thousands of families undertook

their historic migration toward the mouth of the
great rivers, continually moving through the mountains
and constantly defending themselves in order to re-
main free men and women. Always following the ridge-
line of the mountains, these families walked with a
backpack, holding children by the hand and pushing their
cattle and horses ahead of them, searching for an
imagined Eldorado, unaware that they had just begun
one of the longest adventures of human history.

In their thrust toward the south, the fugitive
Hmong penetrated the north of French Indochina at the
beginning of the 19th century. Their arrival in Laos
would date from 1810-1820. They thought they had
found, in that "country of mountains and forests,
lightly populated with men but rich with game," if



not a haven of peace at least the possibility of a
life of dignity for themselves and their posterity.
They were ready to enter into a peaceful coexistence
with all the peoples who were already there, but they
were also determined to resist any who would attack
their freedom and their security or who would try to
dislodge them from the region, now considered their
property and the property of all the Laotian peoples
who lived there.

v

' When, following the Japanese coup de force of
‘March 9th, 1945,  some French survivors ‘took refuge in
their mountains, the Hmong, without any thought for
the consequences, went to the aid of these white
fugitives. In keeping with their traditional hospi-
tality, they welcomed them, nursed them, fed them,
and hid them in caves so the Japanese patrols would
not see them. The Hmong did not know that this ac- 7
tion, which for them was strictly humanitarian, would
provoke political consequences to the extent of bring-
ing about the deaths of thousands of them and destroy-
ing the social and economic balance that they had at-
tempted to preserve through the ages.

R oo a
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Immediately following the capltulatlon of Japan,
the Viet Minh and the Pathet Lao took over the fight
against the French presence in Indochina. At the be-
ginning, the Hmong insisted on remaining neutral in
this political and ideological conflict, which they
considered foreign to them. But the Viet Minh and
Pathet Lao agents began a program of eliminating those
of the Hmong who had helped the French during the
Japanese occupation; they arrested their relatives and
displaced their families into regions under the con-
trol of their movements. 1In order to escape these
reprisals, the Hmong naturally turned to those they
thought could help them defend themselves: the French
and the Royal Govermment of Laos. By force of circum-
stance, they found themselves engaged in the First
War of Indochina.

After the departure of the French from Indochina
in 1954, the Hmong of Laos continued to fight, under
the Laotian flag, for their security and freedom and















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































