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ABSTRACT
Ethnic issues continue to attract increasing global attention. With more than
30 ethnic-related conflicts currently raging across the world the dual issues of
ethnicity and conflict are perhaps more important than ever before. Many
aspects of this highly complex field of study are yet to be thoroughly
researched. The reasons for this are varied but two of the most important
reasons relate to the complexity of ethnic studies and also the fact that
ethnicity is a relatively recent addition to not only the global lexicon but also to
academic programs around the world.

This thesis examines one of the relatively unexplored areas within the field of
ethnic studies. This thesis investigates the issue of intra-ethnic conflict or an
ethnic community in conflict with itself. It explores this issue by using the
Hmong as a case study in two different contexts – Australia and Thailand. It
looks at the causes and impacts of intra-ethnic conflict within these different
contexts and discusses the impacts of social and religious change in Hmong
communities by looking at a range of issues related to inter-ethnic relations,
modernization and globalization. The paper will argue four main hypotheses:
1. Inter-ethnic conflict, modernization and globalization are the sources of
intra-ethnic conflict in Hmong communities in Australia and Thailand.
2. Intra-ethnic conflict occurs when elements of Hmong ethnicity are
replaced, changed or destroyed as a result of inter-ethnic relations
with a dominant ethnic group or community.
3. Intra-ethnic conflict leads to further marginalization within Hmong
communities effecting rituals, religion and the social structure.

4. Ethnicity is not a birthright for the Hmong and is often revoked as a
consequence of ethnic change – namely changes to religion and
change that brings about challenges to traditional leadership and
social structures.

In order to argue these hypotheses the thesis is divided into two parts. The
first seeks to define key terms relevant to this type of research. These include
terms such as ethnicity, modernization and globalization. Other terms such as
dominance and conflict will also be examined in the context of this research.
In addition, Part 1 of the thesis will also seek to define the highly contentious
issue of Hmongness. To do this, the Hmong will be contextualized in terms of
their place in diaspora communities such as Australia and in more traditional
settings such as Thailand.

This attempt to define Hmongness seeks to

highlight the different perceptions of Hmong ethnicity by conflicting parties
within Hmong communities. It will compare traditional notions of Hmongness
with contemporary notions of Hmongness in diaspora and modernizing
Hmong communities. The terms inter-ethnic and intra-ethnic conflict will be
defined with regard to the Hmong.

Part 2 of the thesis seeks to further contextualize the Hmong in terms of their
arrival and current lifestyle in Thailand and Australia. Part 2 not only provides
historical background but also individual case studies which demonstrate how
the processes of inter-ethnic conflict, modernization and globalization work
together to create an environment of intra-ethnic conflict.

Part 2 also

investigates the fruits of conflict in both an Australian and Thai context. Two

main issues will be examined to demonstrate the existence of intra-ethnic
conflict. They are:
1. The role and impact of Christian conversion and its influence in
sparking intra-ethnic conflict.
2. The impacts of ethnic change on maintaining traditional languages,
leadership and social structure.
The thesis argues that conversion to Christianity provides a fertile
environment for intra-ethnic conflict.

It also argues that social and ethnic

change brought about by globalization, modernization and inter-ethnic conflict
contribute to this internal conflict.

The research in this thesis has been

collected following extensive research within Hmong communities in Australia
and Thailand between April 2001 and April 2004. In Australia this research
has centred on Australia’s largest Hmong community in North Queensland
which is home to some 1,000 Hmong. In Thailand this research includes
more than 12 months of research in Hmong villages in four provinces
including Tak, Chiang Mai, Nan and Phetchabun.

In both Australia and

Thailand the Hmong communities were selected on the basis that they
contained members who were upholding traditional beliefs alongside those
who had adopted change, for example, converting to Christianity.

The research in this thesis has been conducted using several different
research

methodologies

including

interviews,

itinerant

ethnography,

participant observation, the use of qualitative data and extensive research of
scholarly work produced by ethnic Hmong.

This work has not previously been submitted for a degree or
diploma in any university. To the best of my knowledge and belief,
the thesis contains no material previously published or written by
another person except where due reference is made in the thesis
itself.

Scott Downman
Department of International Business
and Asian Studies
Griffith University
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INTRODUCTION

Research Background
Ethnicity and ethnic studies today captivate the world’s attention like perhaps
no other global phenomenon. The issues of ethnicity, religion and culture,
accompanied with the threat of conflict, bombard us both subliminally and
bluntly in newspapers, on television, via the Internet, through books and even
our own personal experiences. This curiosity, and at times obsession in the
West with all things ethnic, goes some way to explaining the publishing
success of Samuel Huntington’s somewhat prophetic volume The Clash of
Civilizations. This volume, which had attracted interest in anthropological and
social science circles prior to September 11 2001, blossomed following the
now infamous terrorist attacks in New York City.

Under intense media

scrutiny, and perhaps opportunistic marketing by the book’s publishers, the
book became an icon of explanation and a source of answers in the postSeptember 11 fallout, as Huntington sought to analyze the issues of ethnicity,
religion and conflict. Not surprisingly, the volume became a best seller and
achieved notoriety not normally associated with academic texts of this type.

So how do the New York terrorist attacks and Huntington’s volume relate to
this thesis?

They demonstrate that the beliefs of an ethnic, cultural or

religious group in a place such as Afghanistan, can impact the world, when
that group lives out what they believe to be an affirmation and expression of
their ethnic, religious or cultural psyche. It demonstrates in graphic terms that
culture does not exist in isolation but that the world cultures and ethnicities,
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whether we like it or not, impact each other in ways that have direct and
indirect consequences to the wider global community.

This notion of the

impact of intertwined ethnicities is probably best highlighted by an Indigenous
Australian woman who in response to white aid workers said: “If you come to
help me, you can go home again. But if you see my struggle as part of your
own survival, then perhaps we can work together” (CMSEC website 2003).

The cultures and people of the modern world are inter-connected.

The

changes occurring among ethnic groups in, for example, China effect the
world, its make up and most importantly its future. This phenomenon could be
seen as the cultural strand of the much-talked-about process of globalization.
Tony McGrew refers to this inter-connectedness saying:
Globalization refers to a multiplicity of linkages and interconnectedness that transcend the nation states (and by implications
the societies) which make up the modern world system. It defines a
process through which events, decisions, and activities in one part of
the world can come to have significant consequences for individuals
and communities in quite distant parts of the globe (2003:8).
Although terms such as globalization are bandied about with monotonous
regularity in academic and mainstream circles, it seems the essence of this
concept is often glossed over or alternatively discussed in such high
theoretical terms it is often difficult to discern what is actually being claimed.
This thesis does not aim to add anything significant to the globalization
definition debate, only to say that the Aboriginal Australian woman quoted
earlier provides the most accurate, succinct, practical and profound definition
of the globalization term. Globalization today is a process or mechanism that
highlights inter-connectedness in a manner that has never been known on the
Earth before.

Spurred on by rapid advances in technology, multinational
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corporations and the growing power of organizations such as the World Bank,
International Monetary Fund and World Trade Organization, globalization
does have a human face and this face is best demonstrated by the realities
spoken by the Indigenous Australian woman quoted earlier. As Sri Lankan
scientist Carlo Fonseka (1997:2) said: “Indeed the capacity to globalize has
been encoded in our genes.” Therefore it would seem that understanding the
ethnicity of those in which we share the globe is important for both the future
of humanity and the future of the world.

The terrorist events in New York City also demonstrate that the terms
dominance or dominant, that are often associated with ethnic studies, are
words that should perhaps be reconsidered in a post-September 11
environment. These terrorist acts show that in a globalized world, people are
vulnerable to the pangs of ethnic tension, expressing itself through conflict. It
also demonstrates that political and economic power do not necessarily result
in dominance but the actions of a minority collective can indeed set the
agenda and even dominate world events. This may be a simplistic view, but
given world events since 2001 it would seem to be an accurate appraisal.
This thesis does not aim to get into the moral issues behind religious or
ethnic-based terrorism, nor does it aim to pass judgment on these actions in
New York City. This example has been cited to reveal and clarify how ethnic,
religious and cultural groups, no matter how small in demographic terms, can
influence other cultures and even the entire world. It would be a significant
mistake and underestimation in the current world climate to think otherwise. It
is this power of ethnicity that makes this thesis so important.
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Although there is no definitive number on how many ethnic groups occupy the
world, for this is determined on the basis of one’s definition of ethnicity, it
would be conservative to say there are thousands. Paul Hattaway (2000) in
his comprehensive analysis of ethnicity in China recognizes more than 500
such groups in China alone, despite the Chinese government recognizing only
56 official ethnic groups.

Hattaway painstakingly dissects the officially

categorized

many

groups

classifications.

into

specific

sub-groups

and

narrower

His book demonstrates just how vast and complex ethnic

issues are. Given this complexity, this thesis aims to examine the Hmong and
their relationship with dominant ethnic communities in Australia and Thailand.
The inclusion of Australia in this comparative study is deliberate and
important. In North Queensland the Hmong number almost 1,000 according
to the 2001 Australian census.

This is comparable with the largest

concentrations of Hmong people in the world, outside the United States.
Interestingly and perhaps demonstrative of the globalization process, some of
the most concentrated Hmong communities in the world today are in the
West; however, China has by far the greatest number of Hmong citizens in the
world. The Hmong in China, Laos, Vietnam and Thailand generally live in
village environments with between 50 and 80 families but in, for example, St
Paul in the United States there are almost 20,000 Hmong residents occupying
entire suburbs (Moua 1995). Although modernity has demanded and forced
this social change, the Hmong have adopted a ‘modern village mentality’ in
western contexts. This has been done as a means of attempting to hold on to
social structures from the past, while recontextualizing them so they are
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relevant and viable in the modern world. However, as this thesis will reveal,
attempts to recontextualize ethnicity in the face of inter-ethnic conflict,
modernization and globalization, is no simple exercise.

This thesis will

examine the relationship between Hmong community members, as the
communities in which they live change as a result of modernization,
globalization, inter-ethnic conflict and intra-ethnic conflict. McCaskill (1997)
argues that globalization and modernization are processes that entail the
passing

of

traditional

societies

into

a

global

homogenization inclining toward the West.

process

of

cultural

Forging an identity and

maintaining one’s own ethnicity in the midst of these processes is a complex
phenomenon that provides a fertile ground for confusion, extremism,
radicalism, conflict and division.

Although the terms of reference for this thesis appear broad on the surface,
this research does aim to target one specific issue – the impact of intra-ethnic
conflict on Hmong communities in Thailand and Australia. Michael Banton
argues: “If there is to be a recognized field of ethnic and racial studies then it
needs to be global in scope” (2001:177).

Because the Hmong are today

globalized, in the sense they live not only in traditional, modernizing
communities but also in diaspora communities, the relationships between two
Hmong societies in two different contexts is important. However, it must be
emphasized that it is not the purpose of this thesis to go into the deep
theoretical issues often plaguing papers related to aspects of ethnicity, even
though it must be stressed these issues are extremely important. In order to
do this the research will examine inter-ethnic relations between the Hmong
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and dominant ethnic communities in the two nation states highlighted. Case
studies in each of the nation states will be conducted and conclusions drawn
in an analysis of these case studies.

The Hypotheses
Four hypotheses will be addressed in this paper. They are:
1. Inter-ethnic conflict, modernization and globalization are the sources of
intra-ethnic conflict in Hmong communities in Australia and Thailand.
2. Intra-ethnic conflict occurs when elements of Hmong ethnicity are
replaced, changed or destroyed as a result of inter-ethnic relations
with a dominant ethnic group.
3. Intra-ethnic conflict leads to further marginalization within Hmong
communities affecting rituals, religion and the social structure.
4. Ethnicity is not a birthright for the Hmong and is often revoked as a
result of cultural changes – namely changes to religion and challenges
to the traditional leadership structure.

It is important to recognize that in cross-cultural relations, inter-ethnic conflict
is not always deliberate or intentional and more often than not is non-violent.
Nevertheless it will be argued in this thesis that whatever form it takes, it can
have significant affects on the culture of ethnic Hmong communities and can
be a major source of conflict within Hmong families, clans and even the whole
community. Prasit Leepreecha (2001) in his PhD dissertation on changes to
traditional Hmong kinship in Thailand argues that Hmong kinship is in a
continual process of renewal and reshaping as a result of the interaction the
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Hmong have had with the Thai and the modernizing, globalizing world. He
argues: “It is inevitable that local cultures are drastically reshaped through
modernization” (2001:2). However, how ethnicities respond to this change
and the swiftness of the change is important in determining whether intraethnic conflict occurs. In Australia, prominent Hmong researcher and scholar
Gary Lee argues that the result of this reshaping and recontextualization is the
greatest single issue affecting the Hmong in Australia today. He says:
The Hmong obviously feel their very identity is threatened. This is
especially true when their identity as a household, lineage or clan is
adversely affected by conflicting claims of the new country. Like any
human groups in a state of uncertainty, most of those in Australia have
reacted by trying to regain direction…by joining force as a group in
order to gain for themselves a new identity (1995).
This reshaping of culture and ethnicity is a direct response to inter-ethnic
relations and cultural conflict and this reshaping is nothing new. In fact, it is
this reshaping of ethnicity that inspired the instrumentalist theory of ethnicity
and in recent times has led some scholars to call for the scrapping of
primordial notions of ethnicity. Although this process of reshaping can and
mostly occurs subtly and unintentionally, it does not diminish the fact that
sudden changes to an ethnic community can have great impacts on the
retention of culture in a minority community.

It can also have enormous

impacts on the cohesiveness of the group and whether intra-ethnic conflict will
emerge within that community.

Essentially this thesis will highlight how intra-ethnic conflict can lead to further
marginalization within the Hmong communities in Australia and Thailand. The
thesis will address the issue of marginalization within already marginalized
societies. It will be argued that this can result in a range of changes in day-to-
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day life including changes to religion, rituals, language, communication,
employment, gender roles and overall social structure.

It is important to

highlight that these theses are not being applied to all ethnic groups but only
the Hmong. However, that is not to say these same issues should or could
not be applied to other groups, but rather, that this application may not
necessarily yield the same results that occur in Hmong communities. This
thesis heeds the warnings of Anthony Giddens about conducting research
associated with society, ethnicity and conflict. Giddens’ four don’ts of ethnicbased research are:
1. Don’t overgeneralize from a short period of time.
2. Don’t generalize on the basis of one society.
3. Don’t suppose that social change is controlled solely by imminent
developments in a society.
4. Don’t ignore the international context of social organization and social
change (Giddens 1982:164,165).
These four points highlight some of the largest pitfalls in conducting this type
of people-based study. However, in the process of conducting this research,
interviews with Thai, Lao and other hilltribe communities in northern Thailand
revealed that these same conflict issues are as relevant to them as they are to
the Hmong. These interviews have highlighted that the negative impacts of
intra-ethnic conflict may be more widespread and crucial in the process of
ethnic and cultural retention than has ever been acknowledged before.
However, this would have to be researched more thoroughly among each of
these ethnicities.

This is an emergent field of scholarship; hence, the

parameters are deliberately broad-based.
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However, by examining issues

such as religious conversion and social issues and their relationship to intraethnic conflict, it is hoped specific causes and consequences of intra-ethnic
conflict will be defined and highlighted in this thesis.

As this thesis recognizes, issues of intra-ethnic conflict do not occur in
isolation. They are symptomatic of the much greater issues of inter-ethnic
conflict. The bottom line is that intra-ethnic conflict, like all conflict issues,
generally relates to issues of dominance, power and control that exist both
within and outside an ethnic community and is usually sparked by a desire for,
and implementation of change.

Jenkins says that ethnic boundaries are

always two-sided, and this thesis will develop a holistic approach looking at
both sides (Jenkins 1997:20). Brown argues that ethnic issues cannot be
looked at in isolation but they must take on a global scope (Brown 2001:1).
Prasit (2001) says that often ethnographic studies about the Hmong focus on
the changes at the local level rather then taking into account national and
global influences. Therefore this thesis does not only look at the important
issue of Hmong ethnicity in an isolated context but rather in a global context.
This is important because looking at ethnicity in isolation often produces an
unrealistic or utopian model of ethnicity that is never actually demonstrated in
reality. Ultimately this research aims to expand on the notion that ethnicity is
no mere reflection or reflex of culture, especially of traditional culture, but a
complex reworking, remembering and sometimes reinvention of culture in the
light of present and even future considerations (Jenkins 1999:5).
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Methodology and Research Problems
Nicholas Tapp claims that the problem of conducting research as a
‘Westerner’ in Hmong communities is based on the fact that the researcher is
always considered an ‘outsider’ by members of the community (2001:6). He
states:
It is difficult for an outsider to develop an adequate appreciation of
Hmong culture. The researcher must remain an ‘other’. The research
and analyses can be incomplete as a result (2001:6, 7).
Interestingly, Thaworn Foofuang of Chiang Mai University’s Tribal Research
Institute claims that these problems are not limited to ‘Western’ researchers
but also apply to Thai researchers. He says:
In the past, Thai researchers have gone to villages for a couple of days
or weeks, asked their questions and then left. Time and experience
has shown us that these are not good research techniques. Using
these research techniques with groups such as the Hmong has shown
that under these terms the Hmong are not necessarily truthful. They
tell the researcher what they think they want to hear rather than what is
the reality. This means that accurate research in hilltribe communities
often takes long periods of time, involving the development of personal
relationships and trust (Personal Communication December 2003).
Tapp’s and Thaworn’s points are valid and accurate. Hmong communities are
generally wary and suspicious of outsiders. The result of being an ‘outsider’
usually means that the researcher will not be privy to some information, or
information that is considered unnecessary for a foreigner to know. It means
inaccurate conclusions may be drawn from only short-term acquaintances
within a Hmong community. However, this does not mean that the barriers of
research often associated with these suspicions cannot be broken.

The

testimony of Ron Clayton is evidence of this. Mr Clayton, an English tutor
associated with the Australian Migrant Education Program (AMEP) with the
Hmong in Tasmania, managed to break these barriers. Although Mr Clayton
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was not conducting research among the Hmong he was involved closely with
the Tasmanian Hmong community as an English language tutor. In an official
Australian Migrant Education Program interview it claims:
Ron agreed to engage with a group of five men who remained distant
and suspicious for the first two weeks, after which they wanted to know
how long Ron would stay with them. Other tutors had been and gone.
Ron stayed. Then the women began to hover around the door of the
classroom because they could see I was doing what they wanted too.
Ron continued to weave his magic with three generations of Hmong
students who all came to love and respect him (2002).
This testimony does not mean all the problems of being an ‘outsider’ can be
overcome easily but demonstrates that barriers can be broken by spending
time with Hmong community members. As Gary Lee points out:
Too often, sweeping negative statements or generalizations are made
from information obtained on the basis of a single encounter or
interview. This is true especially of politically-biased newspaper
reporters, travelers and arm-chair writers who often base their
comments on second or third hand sources of information (1986:65).
Aware of the shortcomings of the data-gathering techniques highlighted by
Lee, Thaworn and Tapp, I have endeavoured to stay for long periods of time
in Hmong communities in a bid to obtain information that is accurate and
balanced.

These longer periods of research have been conducted in

acknowledgement of the ‘outsider’ problems and as a means of addressing
that issue.

It is acknowledged that in being an ‘outsider’ there are some

limitations in this type of research, however, the strategies undertaken have
aimed to minimize these limitations. However, Prasit also claims that being
an ‘outsider’ comes with its advantages. He says:
Because you are an outsider you see things from non-Hmong eyes.
This is just as important because you may see things that we do not
see. Research from people who are not Hmong is equally important
(Personal Communication Chiang Mai October 2003).
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The second point that needs to be raised is that Hmong communities and their
associated relationships are complex. Within the community there are many
‘brotherhood’ relationships which will be discussed in greater depth in later
chapters.

However, a recent and modern development in Hmong

communities has seen the emergence of a new ‘brotherhood’ relationship.
This relationship relates not only to ethnic Hmong but is a ‘brotherhood’
relationship between Christian Hmong and all Christian believers. In personal
interviews with Christian Hmong in Australia, China and Thailand several said
they would treat anyone of Christian belief in the same way they would treat
their Hmong brothers. In essence, that means being privy to information and
research data that might otherwise be ‘hidden’ from an outsider.

As a

Christian researcher I have found that this ‘new’ and ‘modern’ relationship has
been significant in overcoming the obvious hurdles of being an ‘outsider’. Of
course not all the ‘outsider’ hurdles are overcome because of this.

For

example, this ‘brotherhood’ does not apply to Hmong who maintain their
traditional animistic religion. In spite of this, the ‘modern’ relationship that
embraces non-Hmong members into the community proved to be invaluable
in providing access to, and building relationships with the Hmong community
in Thailand and Australia. However, it is with some hesitation that I out myself
as a Christian researcher as part of the introduction to this thesis.

Anne

Ruggles Gere argues that the discussion of religious issues outside the
confines of a religious studies classroom in which the researcher regards
religious phenomena as respectable and believers as rational, can often meet
with a wall of hostility within academia (2003:2). In a memoir she says:
I realized that current norms of personal writing, shaped as they have
been by the values of academia, militate against writing about religious
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experience. It is much more acceptable to detail the trauma of rape or
abuse than to recount a moment of religious inspiration. Coming out as
a Christian or an observant member of any faith can be as dangerous
as making public one’s sexual orientation because the academy has so
conflated the disestablishment of religions with secularizing education
(Richards 2003:2).
Ruggles Gere goes on to argue that the exclusion of religious perspectives
from

the

academy

represents

squandered

opportunities

to

foster

understanding among secularists and believers (Richards 2003:2).

Such

comments open a can of worms about a range of issues. This thesis is not
interested in any of them only to say that ‘outing myself’ as a Christian is done
merely to explain how this factor influenced the way in which research and
data was collected within the methodological framework of this research.
Similarly, developing personal relationships with community members is
another way of encountering research pitfalls. As a result a multi-pronged
methodology has been adopted in the data collection process in this thesis.

Four main research methodologies have been used in the research of this
thesis.

They include the conducting of formal and informal interviews,

‘itinerant ethnography’, participant observation and archival, statistical and
policy research. The information and the analysis are based predominantly
on primary and secondary sources, collected at local, provincial and national
levels.

Interview data in this thesis has been collected from some 300

interviews conducted with both Hmong and non-Hmong communities over a
five year period. More than 150 interviews were conducted with Hmong in
Australia, including interviews with community and religious leaders.

The

interviews were conducted predominantly in Queensland, but also included
interviews with Hmong in Tasmania and New South Wales. However, it must
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be highlighted from the outset that issues of ethnicity and conflict are
sensitive. Hence in many of the case studies and interviews included in this
research, interviewees have requested pseudonyms be used and asked for
their identities not to be revealed. These requests have been heeded as part
of Griffith University’s ethical requirements related to this type of research.
These requests by the research subjects demonstrate that speaking about
issues of conflict and ethnicity can trigger further conflict and even retribution.
This in itself highlights the destructive, insidious nature of intra-ethnic conflict
in ethnic communities.

The interviews conducted during the research process of this thesis have
provided valuable insights into the culture of the Hmong and the impacts of
conflict and change on Hmong communities. In a bid to ensure balance,
interviews have also been conducted with non-Hmong people who have either
worked in Non-Government Organizations, aid organizations, Christian
organizations or government bodies with the Hmong communities (see
Appendix A). Other interviews have been conducted with people with less
formal ties with the Hmong such as their neighbours, or people who have
completed volunteer work with the communities. These interviews have been
conducted using several different methods. Some were recorded via audio
tape, some have been videotaped, some have been recorded using notetaking, while most came in informal conversations that were later recorded in
diaries.

Although the last data collection technique is not without its

weaknesses, it proved to be a key method in extracting details during
prolonged periods of fieldwork research in Hmong communities. During the
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interviews I was introduced as a Hmong researcher, a person interested in
Hmong culture or a friend of a Hmong community member. The interviews
were conducted in a variety of languages including Chinese, Hmong, Thai and
English and some, particularly those in the Hmong language, were conducted
using translators.

The second methodology used in the collection of data in this thesis expands
on Louisa Schein’s use of what she terms ‘itinerant ethnography’ which was
used in the collection of data for her comprehensive work Minority Rules: The
Miao and the Feminine.

Schein recognizes that her research techniques

might be dismissed by conventional anthropological standards but she argues
they were most effective in achieving her research outcomes among the Miao
during her time in Guizhou (Schein 2000:26). Schein says:
Shopping, incidental conversations on trains and buses, the stares and
queries my fieldworker mode elicited – these kinds of things became
vital components of what I have called itinerant ethnography (Schein
2000:28).
The literal meaning of the term ‘itinerant ethnography’ comprehensively
describes the techniques that have been used to collect the research in this
paper. As a career journalist, I have been well accustomed to using creative
but ethical means of collecting information. The technique of data collection
described by Schein has also been crucial in overcoming the problems of
being an outsider. Simply, because of subtlety, this technique is particularly
useful in obtaining personal opinion and candid comments that are crucial in
highlighting cultural elements of an ethnic group. Essentially this technique
provides the reality of a community. In this thesis ‘itinerant ethnography’ has
been used in Hmong communities in Australia and Thailand. As part of this
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technique, rather than treating the interviewees as formal subjects, it treated
them as casual acquaintances from which crucial anecdotal data could be
collected. Associated with ‘itinerant ethnography’ is participant observation.
This included observations of daily life, rituals, housing, hairstyles, dress,
festivals, language and eating habits. It also involved observation of Hmong
cultural studies classes in school. This participant observation occurred on a
variety of levels with Hmong communities.

The participant observation in

Australia involved extensive fieldwork in Australia’s largest Hmong community
in North Queensland, as well as one of Australia’s emerging Hmong
communities in Brisbane.

This observation involved living as a ‘family

member’ with Hmong community members and partaking in the normal daily
activities of the Hmong. The fieldwork involved spending four months in the
northern Australia cities of Cairns and Innisfail which have 55 percent of
Australia’s Hmong population.

This fieldwork was followed up by regular

phone and email contact with Hmong community members. In Thailand the
participant observation was conducted during a period of 12 months fieldwork.
It involved research in four provinces including Chiang Mai, Tak, Phetchabun
and Nan. This work involved spending time with both rural village dwellers as
well as urban dwellers. The villages in which the research was conducted
were selected based on the fact they housed a Christian population living
alongside traditional animistic Hmong.

The four villages/towns that have

formed the basis of the research are Baan Gaew and Baan Sip Hok in Tak
Province, Baan Khun Vang in Chiang Mai Province, Pua in Nan Province and
Baan Huay Naam Khao, Khaek Noi district, Phetchabun Province. These
villages and towns have all experienced different levels of missionary activity
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but all of them have active Christian communities. For example, Baan Gaew
has almost 60 baptized Christian converts, while Baan Khun Vang in Chiang
Mai has 20 Christian families in a village of about 80 Hmong families. These
villages were selected on the basis of identifying whether intra-ethnic conflict
based on religious conversion was a widespread pattern, or occasional,
limited to individual circumstances in ad hoc instances.

Because this research involved interviews with human subjects regarding
sensitive issues, ethical constraints were considered during the research
process.

As part of the prescribed requirements of Griffith University, an

ethical clearance was sought with regard to this research and granted by the
University Ethical Research Committee in June 2001. In addition, because
the term Miao or Meo is considered derogatory by the Hmong in Thailand then
the term Hmong is not used throughout this thesis. However, when reference
is made to the Hmong in China, the term Miao is used because the Hmong of
China have no resentment to the use of this term.

Literature Review
In researching this project significant efforts have been made to use academic
materials produced by scholars who are Hmong. In the past decade there
has been an increasing amount of material produced by academics of Hmong
ethnicity in Australia, China and Thailand. Among the pre-eminent Hmong
scholars are Gary Lee and Prasit Leepreecha. Gary Lee, who has lived in
Australia for more than 25 years, has published extensively on the
resettlement of the Hmong in Australia, as well as issues of kinship and
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ethnicity in Hmong communities in Laos and Thailand. His works on Hmong
social structure, kinship relationships and Hmong ethnicity provide an ‘insider’
point of view regarding Hmong culture and ethnicity. This work, which has
been widely published on his personal Hmong information website, has also
been published in the Hmong Studies e-Journal and other journals on SouthEast Asia including the Lao Studies Review, South-East Asia Studies and
edited books including The Hmong in Transition (1986) and the recently
published The Hmong in Australia (2004), which is the first significant volume
on the Hmong in Australia.

Prasit Leepreecha, a scholar at Chiang Mai

University’s Social Research Institute has undertaken extensive studies on
Hmong kinship and the impacts of modernization and globalization on Hmong
communities in Thailand. His PhD dissertation entitled Kinship and Identity
Among Hmong in Thailand is a detailed and extensive study on the impacts of
modernization on the internal structure of a Hmong community. This as yet
unpublished work, in my view, is a breakthrough work in Hmong scholarship
that goes beyond the superficiality of merely defining the visible and seeks to
research the invisible - that is the emotions, feelings, relationships and kinship
of Hmong who are facing rapid changes personally, collectively and culturally
as a direct result of modernization.

Prasit’s thesis not only explores the

cultural uniqueness of the Hmong, but rather serves to explain how
uniqueness can and is eroded, for better or worse, as a part of globalization.
There are few works like this in studies of Hmong culture. Works such as this
are needed in the study of any ethnic community and hence that is what
makes Prasit’s work, and indeed this thesis, so important.
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Although there are believed to be only about five million Hmong globally, the
amount of academic research conducted on the Hmong has greatly increased
during the past 10 years. This increased research has been necessitated to
some extent by the tendency of governments to use broad nationalistic terms
to identify and label ethnic communities. Wang (1997) in her study of the
Hmong in Sydney, Australia argues that small communities are often
overlooked in more formal and larger surveys. She points out:
They are either relegated to the category of ‘other’, or included within
the data for larger, more easily identified communities with whom they
share some similarities. In the case of the Hmong (in Australia) they
may be grouped with the Indochinese, Southeast Asian or the much
larger Asian populations (1997).
This pattern is also evident in Thailand with government reports and statistics
often using the collective term ‘hilltribe’ to classify tribal communities
throughout Thailand. Although the use of this collective term has gradually
changed within government organizations in Thailand, it is still widely used
among Thai people to describe any one of the 12 ethnic minority communities
who inhabit the north of the country. As a consequence, much of the research
conducted on the Hmong during the past 10 years has been foundational. For
example, Gary Lee’s work has sought to paint a picture of Hmong ethnicity by
looking at relationships, but more importantly by defining clearly visible
indicators of the community such as rituals, religion, clothing, housing, music,
gender roles and employment. Lee’s work has also sought to contextualize
the Hmong experience in Australia, Thailand and Laos.

Sucheng Chan

(1994) has sought to expand on this by promoting the contentious argument
that ‘Hmong means free’. In his book of the same title, Chan attempts to use
this definition of Hmongness to mobilize the Hmong globally into protecting
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and defending their ethnicity. Other scholars have also contributed greatly to
an understanding of Hmong ethnicity, with notable Hmong scholars such as
Nicholas Tapp (1986, 1989, 2001, 2004), William Geddes (1976), Robert
Cooper (1978, 1984) and more recently Louisa Schein (2000) adding crucial
insights into Hmong ethnicity.

It is interesting to note that a lot of Hmong research has been produced from
mainly resettled Hmong who have produced a great number of works in the
United States regarding issues of resettlement, assimilation, cultural retention
and ethnicity. Most of these works do not appear in edited publications or
refereed journals, but rather are posted on notable Hmong websites in the
United States or refereed e-journals. Although it is crucial to recognize that
caution needs to be exercised when reading and more importantly gleaning
facts from these papers and opinion pieces on websites, they do provide a
coal-face insight into the thoughts of the community at large. The articles are
often written in language that would not be accepted in academic circles but
these articles provide an insight into the issues confronting Hmong around the
world today. The Hmong, particularly in the West, have embraced Internet
technology as a means of debating and discussing issues within their
communities and many Hmong see the Internet as a means of maintaining
unity among the Hmong, who today live on five continents. As a result of this
unique form of cultural expression, opinions and papers published on the
Internet have been used in this thesis to prompt questions and raise
awareness of perceived issues in Hmong communities in which I have
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conducted research. This has been particularly relevant in the conducting of
research in Australia.

It is notable, however, that there is an obvious lack of scholarly work produced
by ethnic Hmong in Thailand.

This is partly due to the fact few Hmong

actually attend tertiary education institutions in Thailand. Prasit Leepreecha,
who is believed to be the first Hmong PhD recipient in Thailand, says he
hopes this will change in the next decade. He says:
There are currently more Hmong attending university than ever before
but often the cultural studies of the Hmong are not very important to
Hmong students. (Personal Communication October 2003).
Despite more than 120,000 Hmong living in Thailand, it is believed there are
only six Thai Hmong conducting anthropological, sociological or social science
research on Hmong ethnicity in Thailand at present (Personal Communication
Tribal Research Institute, Chiang Mai December 2003).

In spite of this

obvious shortfall, there has been a plethora of material produced on the
Hmong in Thailand by Thai scholars.

Although these papers, books and

articles have addressed and researched key areas of Hmong ethnography,
there is an obvious lack of material on the impacts of inter-ethnic conflict and
the fluidity of ethnicity within Hmong communities. Thai publications mostly
deal with historical issues such as opium production, citizenship issues and
orthographic volumes. In the past, these texts have been regarded as biased
and even racist, with hilltribe advocacy groups claiming that Thai scholarship
until recent times served only to perpetuate myths and stereotypes about all
hilltribe groups (Gill 2001). Globally, Hmong research has focused on icons of
ethnicity such as Hmong embroidery, kinship and religion. Although several
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ground-breaking works such Tapp’s The Hmong of China: Context, Agency
and the Imaginary and several articles by Gary Lee, add important insights,
many articles and publications superficially examine Hmong ethnicity without
providing scholarly analysis. Tapp’s 1989 volume Sovereignty and Rebellion
The White Hmong of Northern Thailand covers several key aspects of Hmong
ethnicity that will be discussed in this thesis. Tapp’s volume introduces the
issues of inter-ethnic and intra-ethnic conflict with regard to the Hmong in
Thailand. Specifically it examines the role of politics and religions and their
role in ethnic-based conflict. However, what is important to recognize is that
even though the issues of inter-ethnic and intra-ethnic conflict are introduced,
they are not developed or deeply analyzed.

This is symptomatic of the

emerging nature of ethnographic studies on the Hmong.

In a bid to provide balance to this research and to overcome some of the
weaknesses and even prejudices related to these studies, a wide variety of
literary sources have been sought in this thesis. These include newspaper
and journal articles, magazine features and an increasing number of scholarly
texts published namely in the United States. However, these research
problems are not limited to studies of Hmong ethnicity, but also encompass
ethnic studies in general. Because the field of ethnic studies is so new and
has evolved so quickly, there has simply not been enough time to address all
the issues associated with this complex phenomenon.

Within the realm of ethnic studies or ethnology, there seems to be an
overwhelming tendency by scholars to write papers that reflect stereotypical
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analyses of ethnic issues.

These stereotypes relate to the effects of

domination when a majority and minority culture coexist. The stereotypes
often portray broad brushstroke analysis or complex theoretical concepts that
are difficult to understand. Rarely has anyone delved into the issue of intraethnic conflict that seems so central to the problems highlighted in this thesis.
In spite of this, Gary Lee has broached the subject of internal Hmong conflicts
more so than anyone. In 1996 the first Hmong Studies Journal was published
on the Internet, committed solely to the publication of Hmong issues. This ejournal has been published sporadically since then but continues to provide an
excellent overview of the up-to-date and important issues in Hmong
communities around the world. The most recent e-journal was published in
December 2003. One issue that is evident among some of the published
research about the Hmong in Australia is that there is a tendency to
generalize. This may be symptomatic of the fledgling nature of this research
in Australia but it seems to this author there was, until recently, a tendency to
paint a somewhat imbalanced picture of the success and unity of the Hmong
community. Many articles appear to read like a public relations promotional
piece that positively elevates the community without balance. One exception
to this is Roberta Julian’s outstanding and thorough work on the resettlement
of the Hmong in Tasmania entitled Hmong Refugees in Tasmania:
Employment, Housing and Community Development. This paper draws on
statistical analysis from a range of Australian government departments to
provide a demographic context.

Although much of this was based on

anecdotal evidence and interviews, it, in my view, paints an accurate ‘warts
and all’ perspective of the Hmong and the inter-ethnic conflict issues
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confronted by the Hmong community in Australia, and prompts questions and
highlights issues that will be addressed in this thesis.

Thesis Outline
This thesis is an ethnographic research paper aimed at examining Hmong
kinship and how conflict challenges these traditional kinship structures. The
thesis is divided into two parts with Part 1 incorporating the introduction and
first four chapters and Part 2 featuring in-depth analysis of the Hmong in
Australia and Thailand. Part 1 provides a theoretical and contextual platform
on which the Australian and Thai cases studies in Part 2 are constructed.
Chapter 1 introduces the complex theory of ethnicity and ethnology and
examines the background of ethnicity and ethnographic studies. The chapter
provides definitions of key terms such as ethnicity and modernization, and
provides an introduction to the concept of Hmongness or Hmong identity. It
discusses the two main strands of thought regarding ethnic studies, namely
primordialism and instrumentalism, and describes which approach will be
used as the basis for the research conducted in this thesis.

Chapter 2

expands on Chapter 1 by relating ethnicity to conflict and in turn relating this
to the Hmong.

This analysis is established in the context of the Hmong

experience in Australia and Thailand. The chapter introduces the concept of
intra-ethnic conflict and relates the manifestation of this phenomenon to the
Hmong.

It also introduces and explains the role of modernization,

globalization and inter-ethnic conflict in contributing to intra-ethnic conflict.
Chapter 3 addresses the issue of Hmongness.

It examines the historical

heritage of the Hmong and draws on this history as a means of defining
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Hmongness in modern contexts. The chapter deals with social constructivism
or instrumentalism and documents the evolution of Hmong culture in several
different contexts. For example, it traces the origins of the Hmong and their
migration to Thailand. It also introduces some of the controversial and difficult
aspects associated with attempting to define Hmongness from an outsider’s
perspective but also from a Hmong perspective. Chapter 4 builds on this by
addressing the key cultural issues considered necessary for Hmongness,
such as language, religion and cultural behaviour. It highlights how intraethnic conflict emerges when a primordialist approach is adopted by the
leaders within an ethnic community. For example, those who embrace a rigid
and unchangeable form of ethnicity often come into conflict with those who
are willing to embrace new cultural attributes, behaviours and beliefs.

It

argues that this response to establish a strict approach leads to ethnic
fundamentalism, which results in the propagation of intra-ethnic conflict. The
question of whether ethnicity is a birthright is introduced in the context of the
Hmong living in Australia and Thailand.

Part 2 features case studies of Hmong settlement and culture in Australia and
Thailand. Chapter 5 is a case study of Hmong settlement in Australia. The
chapter focuses on the 25 year history of this resettlement.

It aims to

contextualize the arrival of the Hmong in Australia and highlight the
resettlement issues the Hmong have faced in Australia.

In addition the

chapter draws on both quantitative and qualitative data to provide an overall
picture of resettlement. The chapter examines and analyzes all the research
that has been conducted on the Hmong in Australia thus far and contributes
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new perspectives and opinions from personal interviews and fieldwork
conducted among the Hmong community in Australia.

This chapter also

develops the notion of intra-ethnic conflict and the sources of this conflict
within the Hmong community in Australia.

Chapter 6 builds on the foundation established in Chapter 5 by providing
specific examples of intra-ethnic conflict. The chapter aims to identify the
cause of these conflicts, explain how they have manifested themselves and if
they have been resolved. This chapter predominantly examines the issue of
religion and the Hmong and seeks to identify how change to the traditional
religion of the Australian Hmong community is a major source of conflict in
Australia. However, the investigation of intra-ethnic conflict is not limited to
religion but also includes linguistic and social issues such as education. This
is not only examined by using a comparison of traditional animistic Hmong
beliefs, as opposed to Christian conversion among the Hmong, but also
examines the Hmong reaction to the emergence of a so-called messianic cult
in the North Queeensland Hmong community. The chapter includes the use
of simple tables to succinctly depict the differences that exist between the
traditional Hmong – that is those who maintain the traditional religion, and the
Christian Hmong – that is the minority within the Australian Hmong community
who have converted to Christianity and no longer practice the traditional
religion of the Hmong.

Chapters 7 and 8 adopt a similar approach by investigating the issue of interethnic conflict, modernization and globalization and the role they play in
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creating intra-ethnic conflict among the Hmong in Thailand.

Chapter 7

provides background including the history of the Hmong arrival in Thailand. It
also contextualizes how government policy, modernization, missionization and
globalization have exposed previously isolated Hmong communities to the
world. The chapter draws on fieldwork conducted in four provinces including
Chiang Mai, Tak, Nan and Phetchabun.

Chapter 8 expands on the Thai contexts established in Chapter 7 and
includes the use of six case studies in the four provinces highlighted in
Chapter 7 to demonstrate the occurrence and consequences of intra-ethnic
conflict within Hmong villages.

These case studies include personal

testimonies of Hmong people, who describe how they have been subjected to
intra-ethnic conflict and the impact it has had on them, their families, clans
and their villages. The theory which was investigated in Part I of the thesis
will be considered and related to these case studies.
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PART 1

CHAPTER 1
ETHNICITY – THEORY, CONTEXT AND COMPLEXITY

Introduction
During the past 50 years there has been an academic explosion in the study
of ethnicity, identity and cultural issues. Banton notes that the amount of
material on ethnicity in learned books and publications has been produced
under a variety of different academic umbrellas including anthropology,
sociology and the social sciences (Banton 2001:173).

He explains this

growing interest in ethnic events simply by stating:
Ethnic and racial studies have flourished recently because students
have wished to attend courses and publishers to market books,
discussing what are represented in ordinary language as important
problems (Banton 2001:176).
Although this is no doubt true, this interest in ethnicity in academic circles
could be seen as an evolution of scholarship that has been prompted, and
even demanded by regional and world events.

This is particularly

emphasized by Donald Horowitz who says ethnicity has fought and bled and
burned its way into public and scholarly consciousness (Ratcliffe 1994:2).
Such violence, bloodshed and destruction have today become synonymous
with ethnic groups around the globe. Researchers, politicians and people at
all levels of society are searching for answers to problems that have
sometimes correctly, and sometimes incorrectly, been branded ‘ethnicallybased’. Although this issue will be explored in greater depth in later chapters,
what is known is that in the past 50 years violent conflicts between states
have reduced significantly, but non-state ethnic conflicts have increased
rapidly with more than 80 ethnic-based conflicts involving more than 200
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different groups (Eller 1999:1). In the past three years alone, ethnic-based
conflicts have raged in at least 30 states in places as diverse as Fiji, the
Solomon Islands, Nigeria, the former Yugoslavia, Sudan, Israel, Germany,
Iraq and Afghanistan.

Kenneth Christie takes this a step further claiming

ethnic conflict has caused more abject misery and loss of life than any other
conflict cause in the post World War II era (Christie 1998:2). The frequency of
ethnic conflict drew the attention of then United Nations General Secretary
Boutros Boutros Ghali, who, in 1993, said world security was under threat
because of ethnic conflict (Christie 1998:2).

The United Nations General

Secretary referred to a new form of warfare which was often within the state
and where borders and oceans could no longer offer protection.

Post

September 11, 2001 and the words of Boutros Boutros Ghali depict a
prophetic glimpse of the world in which we live today. These types of issues
and conflicts have undoubtedly attracted the attention of scholars and inspired
a rapid increase in the interest in ethnic studies in the past 20 years.
However, the spark for ethnicity research can be traced back to World War II.

The History of Ethnic Studies
O’Donnell argues that after World War II, because of the racist and genocidal
nature of Nazism, there was deemed a clear need to examine the basis of
racial differences (1991:3).

As a result, previously unexplored and ‘grey

areas’ of cultural and ethnic research were investigated for the first time.
Although pioneering work in the ethnic studies realm was started by some,
including Max Weber in the 1920s, it was not until after World War II that
many were lured into research associated with issues of ethnicity. The United
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Nations commissioned biologists, anthropologists and social scientists to
determine if there was any biological or other reason for ‘racial inequality’
(Rex 1986:20).

However, this research was not without its weaknesses.

When the UN Charter on Race was finalised in 1945 it was adopted by the 29
states making up the UN.

Although the numbers of states in the United

Nations had increased to 34 by 1949 there were still only four states from
Africa and seven from Asia. Banton says that as a result of actions such as
this, definitions for words like ethnic, race and human rights had a particular
European and American flavour (Banton 2001:178). Despite this weakness in
methodology, the United Nations concluded that there was no ‘good’
biological reason for one racial group to treat another group as inferior
(O’Donnell 1991:3). This research outcome appears logical and predictable
today but this research produced by a United Nations project cannot be
underestimated or trivialized.

This research coincided with attempts

worldwide to define questions of ethnicity. Evidence to support this can be
found in linguistic circles. For example, the term ethnicity did not exist in
linguistic circles prior to the 1950s.

Drawn from the Greek noun ethnos,

meaning people or nation, the term, even in Greek, is not without its ambiguity
(Sollor 1996:X). It is therefore not surprising that the ambiguity associated
with defining ethnicity continues to plague scholars worldwide, even today.
The United Nations continues to be the main organization and forum in which
global perspectives and universal concepts in the field of ethnic studies are
developed (Banton 2001:197).

Most scholars now agree that diversity in

definitions is healthy given the complexity of the issue. Although significant
inroads in ethnic studies have been made since the first discussions about
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ethnicity, it is clear the complexities of this fledgling field of study are still
emerging and the importance of this research cannot be underestimated.

Ethnicity issues are some of the most important topics in the political
sociology of the modern world (Rex 1986:22). By some accounts there are as
many as 5,000 distinguishable ethnic groups in the world today or 7,000 to
8,000 linguistic, religious or ethnic minorities (Eller 1999:14). Yet despite the
ubiquity of ethnic issues, they are not particularly well understood. Jenkins
recognizes that although ethnic studies have advanced since the United
Nations report, the subject of ethnicity has not been fully explored or
understood (Jenkins 1997:3). The broadening of knowledge is indisputable
but the question of whether knowledge has deepened is important to pursue
(Banton 2001:174). The research into ethnicity to date has been conducted
with the premise that humans, regardless of cultural differences, have more in
common with each other than not. Jenkins says this kind of research has
been conducted on the basis of the researcher deriving intellectual authority
from direct life experiences and explaining it to readers who may well be
unfamiliar with the ethnic group and/or culture (Jenkins 1997:6). He goes on
to say that during the past 50 years these data-gathering techniques have
been evolving because of a range of factors such as:
globalization, tourism and modernization.

urbanization,

However, it would seem that of

these, globalization and modernization are the most important two factors
because urbanization and tourism could be seen as merely a product of these
greater processes.

Mackerras states:

“Among issues with the greatest

impact on the world as a whole at the turn of the 21st Century, two of particular
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importance, are ethnic relations and globalization” (Mackerras 2003:1).
However, finding suitable definitions for processes such as globalization adds
even further complexity to the ethnic relations debate.

Defining globalization inevitably draws varied and passionate opinions,
dependant upon whether the definer is a proponent, an objector or ambivalent
to the process. Some, such as Anthony Giddens (2001), see globalization as
a complex set of processes that includes political, economic, social, family
and personal processes. Swearer (2003) contends the term was first used in
1961 and connotes post-colonial modernization and westernization. Some
such as Ameer Ali (2002:143) even see globalization as a religious
phenomenon with the power to win converts, transform and control lives and
corrupt societies. Imade (2003) says that supporters of globalization say it
promotes information exchange, leads to greater cultural understanding,
raises living standards and allows democracy to triumph. However, Imade
also points out that opponents of globalization say it is synonymous with
imperialism and leads to economic and cultural exploitation. Ultimately the
question of globalization gets down to a question of influence. Do global
processes influence local or ethnic cultures or vice versa?

The perception highlighted in Imade’s view of globalization is that global
mechanisms dominate local or ethnic mechanisms to the point where they
become irrelevant, insignificant and meaningless. The argument is that this
occurs in a process of creating a globalized or homogenized culture. In many
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ways there is great deal of truth to this argument. However, in the case of
ethnic groups such as the Hmong, with a strong and binding historically-based
ethnicity, this approach can sell short the importance of their ethnicity to them.
Although the Hmong throughout the world today concede that globalization
and modernization are the two greatest threats to the future of their ethnicity,
they also acknowledge that without their ethnicity they are nothing.

Dr

Kritsadarat Wattanaswan’s study of the young Thai nouveau riche
emphasizes the importance of ethnicity. The study found that owning western
brands is not simply a display of materialism but is representative and
indicative of a search for identity (Sukrung 2003). This identity vacuum is not
limited to Thailand or Thai people, but exists in every ethnic community in the
world today that is subject to globalization and modernization. Some expand
on this phenomenon arguing globalization tends to reduce ethnicity to the
folkloristic margins of society with neither the multinationals nor mass
electronic communications having any regard for ethnic or national boundaries
(Smith & Hutchinson 1996:13). The result is there are Hmong in Australia,
Thailand, Laos, China and the United States who are willing to fight for the
survival of their ethnicity. This process of seeking to retain ethnicity amidst
global processes is important because it demonstrates there is indeed a
complex interplay between the Goliath of globalization and the Davidian local
ethnicities. The result is a rise in fundamentalism in communities vulnerable
to this type of change, such as the Hmong, that can ultimately result in conflict
within their ethnicity – or intra-ethnic conflict.
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Anthony Giddens describes the place of globalization in these local, ethnic
processes by arguing:
The battleground of the 21st Century will pit fundamentalism against
cosmopolitan tolerance. In a globalizing world where information and
images are routinely transmitted across the globe, we are regularly in
contact with others who think differently, and live differently from
ourselves. Cosmopolitans welcome and embrace this cultural (and
religious) complexity.
Fundamentalists find it disturbing and
dangerous. Whether in the areas of religion, ethnic identity and
nationalism, they take refuge in a renewed and purified tradition – and
quite often violence (Giddens 2001:22-23).
This attitude of indifference often creates a situation where notions of religious
or ethnic exclusivity are born. This can in turn breed an environment where
religious communities see themselves as rivals or alternative communities,
producing an atmosphere of conflict. Wesley Ariarajah says:
The same global processes that draw communities together have also
been experienced as a threat to the specificity and identity of religious
communities. In response some begin to build stronger theological and
doctrinal walls to protect themselves from the impact of the global
forces; others decide to contain their impact and the consequent
disruption of their social fabric through active confrontation. In other
words, religious traditions are also emerging as forces that resist
several features of the emerging global age (2003).
In his analysis as to why this occurs, Ariarajah argues it stems from a desire
to preserve diversity, to preserve values, kinship, social and family
relationships and the desire to preserve one’s overall identity. These three
‘preservations’ highlighted by Ariarajah are the key sources of conflict in the
Hmong communities in Australia and Thailand today.

What is clear is that the history of the world during the last 500 years has
been characterized by the process now known as globalization - a process by
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which the people of previously separate societies are now coming into ever
closer contact (Banton 2001:189). Birch argues issues such as globalization
and modernization have prompted people worldwide to take more notice of
other cultures and aspects of cultural difference (2001:1). The paradox of
ethnicity is perhaps best summarized by Nathan Glazer who says:
There is less of traditional and primordial identities because of the
trends of modernization. This means: urbanization, new occupations,
mass education transmitting general and abstract information, mass
media presenting a general and universal culture. Now all this should
make original ethnic identities – tribal, linguistic, regional, and the like,
all the primordial identities – weaker. However, in mass society there is
the need in the individual for some kind of identity – smaller than the
state, larger than the family, something akin to familistic allegiance
(Glazer 1975:16).
Therein the complexity of ethnic studies is highlighted. These studies are not
categorical or predictable but uncharacteristic and difficult to generalize. As
Smith acknowledges, theory suggests that modernity would dissolve ethnicity;
however, practice has repeatedly and continually shown otherwise (1995:103109).

Phan argues ethnicity is not on the way to assimilation and

modernization; it is often a protest against it (Phan 1991:15). He says this is
particularly the case if ethnic groups are expected to give up sources of
identity for dubious rewards. This resistance to assimilation in protest has
been witnessed around the world and has prompted many to look more
closely at issues of ethnicity.

The reasons for the upsurge of interest in ethnicity are varied, and although
globalization and modernization have played an important role in the past 20
years, it would be wrong to look at this enormously complicated field of study
in such broad, generalized and simplified terms. Donald Swearer (2003) says
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this interest in the spread of globalization in the past 50 years has been
exacerbated by a ‘technological revolution’ which has accelerated the impact
of globalization on the lives of people the world over.

Wesley Ariarajah

argues that globalization has existed since the beginning of time but in the
past 100 years the world has experienced an ‘accelerated globalization’ which
has led to ethnic communities becoming more aware of each other. Ariarajah
argues there are four aspects of globalization that have resulted in this and
they include:
1. The development of a new global consciousness which erodes
difference but raises cultural awareness. The direct, immediate and
decisive impact of the effects of globalization on people’s personal and
social lives has made them more conscious of its presence and
operation.
2. More awareness of the negative impacts of globalization.
3. A realization that globalization not only impacts economies and
governments but cultures, religion and family.
4. A new level of comprehension that even though globalization may be
inevitable, it can be directed in ways that enrich rather than impoverish
human life (2003).
In the case of this thesis it is the third of these impacts of globalization that
serves as a catalyst in mobilizing an ethnicity not only against the process of
globalization but also against those within their ethnicity who embrace aspects
of globalization that are deemed incompatible with traditional ethnicity and
culture. It is a tremendously complex process.
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Bell in his assessment of the reasons for ethnic mobilization highlights three
main reasons. They are:
1. The break-up of traditional authority structures and the previously affective
social units – historically, nation and class – in turn makes the ethnic
attachment more coherent.
2. The politicization of the decisions that affect the communal lives of
persons increases the need for group organization and ethnic grouping
becomes a ready means of demanding group rights or providing defence
against other groups.
3. The simultaneous development of a culture that is more syncretistic
intensifies the desire for some particular or primordial anchorage within a
social structure that is more bureaucratic.

People want to belong to

smaller units and find in ethnicity an easy attachment (Bell 1996:146).
Although Bell presents a comprehensive analysis of ethnic issues it would
seem ethnic mobilization is often a reaction to a problematic action. This is
almost always inflicted on the ethnic group by a dominant culture.

The

problematic action normally takes the form of challenging and, in some cases,
removing an element or elements of traditional culture that is considered by
the collective as crucial in defining the ethnicity of the group. Schreiter says
ethnic groups often mobilize when they are expected to give up aspects of
their uniqueness and their distinct identity (Schreiter 1991:15). He argues that
this is not always implemented by a dominant group but can also be put into
action by a process such as modernization. That might be the case, but
processes such as modernization and globalization need to be implemented
or introduced by people, and those who deliver these changes are invariably
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from a dominant group in the social or political structure. That is not to say
dominance always correlates with population size, but dominance can also
relate to the groups in a state that wield political or economic power or both.
As traditional societies undergo modernization the fruits and benefits of
modernization are sometimes the only things that individuals and leaders in
these societies are concerned with, even though these changes could be
occurring to the detriment of their own people and culture (2001:29). Divale
and Seda argue:
Under conditions of modernization, these social roles are often taken
away and given to others who mirror the society’s new modernization
plans. Some of these social roles are healers, shamans, heads of
household, elders, warriors and so on. The more complex society
steps in and replaces these socials roles with professionals such as
doctors, government-appointed chiefs, teachers, missionaries and
wage workers….The influence of modernity is so strong that dress
customs are changed over time to a more modern Western-type dress.
An introduction of a foreign religion has an effect on traditional religious
customs. Native religions are changed in that foreign and native
religious beliefs are intermingled to create a new religion, or old
religious beliefs are modernized (2001:130).
This clearly highlights some of the major problems confronting ethnic
communities in today’s modernizing world.

Similarly it highlights the

complexity, challenges and diversity of ethnicity.

Some of these aspects

highlighted by Divale and Seda will be closely examined in later chapters of
this thesis.

For example, the role of missionaries on Hmong leaders,

shamans, elders and families will be closely examined.

Although scholars have only seriously been examining ethnic issues for about
50 years, fierce debate exists about what actually constitutes ethnicity.
However, what is clear is that any study of minorities is not complete or
contextualized properly unless it includes a thorough analysis of the dominant
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groups as well (Rex 1986:1). This is particularly important in finding suitable
definitions for key terms such ethnicity, culture and identity.

Ethnicity – Terms and Definitions
Finding a simple definition for ethnicity or ethnic identity is not a simple task.
Most anthropologists recognize there is a great deal of ambiguity in
anthropology as to how the terms should be defined, and what is clear is that
to date a consensus has still not been reached. It would seem for many
scholars, their foray into ethnic studies has stalled before it has even started
with many struggling to overcome the hurdle of simply trying to define terms.
This is not to dispel or denigrate the research done in this area but merely
highlights the complexity of ethnicity. However, one study of social scientists
and anthropologists produced by Wsevolod Isajiw in the survey Definitions of
Ethnicity claimed that four out of five scholars simply prefer to leave the term
ethnicity undefined rather than going through the difficulties of trying to define
it (Isajiw 1974:111). Those scholars who have taken the apparent ‘tough or
courageous option’ of attempting to define ethnicity have often produced
many highly theoretical works on what constitutes ethnicity in both general
terms, as well as case-specific terms related to a particular ethnic group. This
problem is no doubt a reflection on the complexity of ethnicity. Rex warns one
of the biggest problems in the field of ethnic studies is the danger of overtheorizing ethnicity (Rex 1986:104).

Rex argues that the danger of over-

theorizing is that it comes at the expense of serious discussion about the the
relationship between theories and social structure (Rex 1986:106).

What

does need to be recognized at this point is that despite all the contention over
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what constitutes ethnicity, the sense of kinship, group solidarity and common
culture that unites people is as old as the historical record.

Ethnic

communities have been present in every time period and on every continent
and have played an important role in all societies (Smith & Hutchinson
1996:3).

However, what changes over time is how the perception of

belonging and the sense of identity is transformed through contact with other
groups of people (Schreiter 1991:12). This approach in itself raises several
questions. Anthropologist Evans-Pritchard prophetically identified in 1951 that
“while social anthropologists consider that their subject embraces all human
cultures and societies, including our own; they have….for the most part given
their attention to those of primitive peoples” (Evans-Pritchard 1951:4).

It

seems little has changed since these early observations. This process in
anthropological and social science circles would seem to be continuing today.
Rather than looking at ethnic communities as modernizing entities, there is
still a common opinion that these groups are indeed primitive, traditional and
as a result, in need of scholarly exploration and research. It was considered
by early professional anthropologists to be an advantage to be able to study
those societies which were structurally simple, and culturally homogenous,
that they may be looked at as wholes, before attempting studies of ‘more
complex cultures’ (Eller 1999:62).

However, such simplistic and narrow

research methods are problematic in that a study of the minority can only be
truly effective if it includes a study of the dominant and/or majority as well.
Further problems in defining and researching ethnicity are highlighted by
Cynthia Enloe:
Ethnicity is difficult to define because it is composed of an intertwining
cluster of attributes and not a singular cultural characteristic.
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Language, religion, territory and custom – by themselves – are
insufficient to identify, or sustain an ethnic group. Moreover the cluster
of attributes assigned a collective value by a group will vary. A
common language is a typical component of the ethnic cluster, but it is
neither necessary nor sufficient to distinguish ethnicity (1996:197-98).
This statement is crucial because it recognizes that one ethnic group may be
defined according to different criteria based on their locality.

Enloe’s

argument provides an explanation as to how one ethnic community member
may be seen as ‘more ethnic’ as opposed to another community member.
Gary Lee also explains this process in direct relation to the current Hmong
circumstances in the world. He says:
The Hmong, no matter where they are, need to know that the total sum
is always bigger than its parts: the overall global Hmong identity is
greater than its many local variations. To stay Hmong, we have to
accept that we are a people with other identities as well as our own.
We are Hmong but also American, Chinese, Lao, Thai, Vietnamese,
French, Argentinean, Australian or Canadian. We need to fulfill our
responsibilities as citizens of our respective countries of adoption, but
we need to appreciate our "Hmongness" in order to fulfill these
responsibilities (1995).
Lee (2004) goes on to argue that these circumstances have made life a
painful nightmare for the Hmong with the people becoming lost and
disoriented after being hit by too many ideas from too many directions in a
very complicated, often unseen maze. These differences, nuances and
cultural clashes in the modernized and globalized world have led to the
emergence of varying degrees of Hmongness among the traditional Hmong
communities and the diasporic Hmong communities of the world today. This
goes some way to explaining how and why the problem of intra-ethnic conflict
can occur. It is perhaps comforting to know that scholars are not the only
ones searching for a universal, or even, specific definition of ethnicity. In
Wisconsin in the United States in April 2002, Hmong representatives from
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around the world met to discuss the issue of Hmong ethnicity at the 7th Hmong
National Conference titled – Meeting the Challenges: The Complexities of the
Hmong Identity. The title of the conference provides a clear indication of the
difficulties associated with defining ethnicity. As the title of the conference
reveals, not only is the broad topic of ethnicity a complex one, but even the
issue of ethnicity for individual ethnic groups is an incredibly complex one.

Phan claims ethnicity provides its members with a sense of community,
sources of moral authority and meaning or a way of explaining life and events
(Phan 1991:16). What is evident for the Hmong is that when one or more of
these basic roles or fruits of ethnicity, highlighted by Phan, is challenged or
changed, it challenges and forces members of the group to question the very
fabric of their ethnicity. For the Hmong, who trace their history back some
5,000 years, pinpointing what constitutes Hmongness, is now the source of
international conferences and vastly differing opinions and even conflict within
Hmong communities. Although these questions are being raised and even
forced upon Hmong communities as a result of the fruits of modernization and
globalization, it would seem such questions highlight the dangers of overexamining and even over-theorizing ethnicity.

For the Hmong in more

traditional environs such as Laos and China, the question of what constitutes
Hmongness is distinct and can be reiterated and highlighted by the aspects of
culture, custom and shared history. However, it would seem the questions
being raised, challenged and debated at the Hmong National Conference are
modern in nature and are spurred on by elements of cultural change and more
importantly, the experience of living in a globalized world. Whereas once the
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Hmong lived in isolated environs, alienated from the outside world, they are
today exposed to a plethora of ethnicities and cultures. When this exposure
causes ethnic change, then often confusion and ultimately conflict prevails.
Ratcliffe argues: “If people having the same descent, history and language
lived in their ancestral territory, issues of ethnicity would not arise” (Ratcliffe
1994:36). Ratcliffe’s statement although certainly broad and generalized, is
not without merit. It clearly supports the argument that inter-ethnic conflict,
globalization and indeed modernization play an important role in the
emergence of intra-ethnic conflict in ethnic communities. However, as this
thesis will demonstrate, isolation and traditional communities are no longer a
form of protection against globlization.

The very nature of globalization

challenges Ratcliffe’s argument. Walker Connor takes this one step further
arguing that advances in communication and transportation increase the
cultural awareness of the minorities by making their members more aware of
the distinctions between themselves and others, and therefore more prone to
identity politics (Connor 1972:319). As has been witnessed in Hmong
communities, the Hmong that live in more ‘traditional’ environments usually do
not seem to be as troubled by the issues of ethnicity and Hmongness
confronted and faced by their ancestral brothers and sisters in diaspora
countries such as Australia and the United States. However, that does not
mean to say that modernization, globalization and inter-ethnic conflict are still
not a catalyst for intra-ethnic conflict.

One explanation for this apparent

uncertainty over ethnicity could be attributed to the rapid changes that have
taken place in the past 50 years in the communities of ethnic groups around
the globe. Andrews argues that the term community is qualitative and refers
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to ‘the way they ought to be’ - liberated from ‘intolerance, bondage and
ignorance’ rather than ‘the way they are’ - circumscribed by ‘gross
inequalities, rigid status and blood feuds’ (Andrews 1996:53). Andrews goes
on to claim that hostility ultimately destroys community.

That is perhaps

obvious but it is the one factor that makes this research so crucial.

In the case of the Hmong, this hostility or conflict has, in many circumstances,
destroyed not only the sense of community but has more importantly
destroyed the sense of ethnic membership. Hence it could be argued that
intra-ethnic hostility brought about by inter-ethnic conflict, modernization and
globalization ultimately destroys ethnicity.

This is important because it

highlights that ethnic degradation is not the result of one factor. It is part of a
conglomerate of factors that contributes to a process of change.

This

argument, in itself, raises important questions for every ethnic group in the
world today and will be applied specifically to the Hmong in later chapters.

Although these issues have no doubt contributed to this complex situation
within Hmong communities, it could be argued that processes such as
modernization and globalization are also contributing greatly to the dilemma of
ethnic identification and classification. This issue is one that is not unique to
the Hmong and is being explored by other ethnic groups around the world.
For example, the roots and ethnicity of the Maori people in New Zealand is
currently under investigation, while Tasmanian Indigenous Australians are at
loggerheads over who is of Indigenous ethnicity and who is not. In the case of
the Tasmanian Aborigines, many who have claimed Indigenous ethnicity have
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been stripped of their self-perceived ethnicity by community leaders who have
dispelled their assertions. This process of who and what measures ethnicity
is indeed a modern phenomenon that exists in multi-ethnic societies rather
than homogenous communities. Although it may be a necessary process in
some circumstances, it has proved to be one of the most volatile sources of
conflict within ethnic communities around the world.

Changes to Hmong

communities, brought about by exposure to new cultures, modernization and
the introduction of new belief systems have provoked a similar search for
identity within Hmong communities around the world. It has also resulted in a
similar situation to the Tasmanian case, in which community leaders become
the arbiters of what and who is defined as Hmong and what and who is not.

There is no denying that meetings such as the 7th National Hmong
Conference are important in unifying, promoting and mobilizing ethnic
communities to preserve their cultural boundaries.

However, it is also

important that these boundaries are not hijacked, swayed and influenced by
anthropologists, sociologists and even those within communities who may
have their own political or personal agenda to push. To explain this further it
is important to look at the work of Edmund Leach.

Leach, who studied

intergroup relations in northern Burma warns of the problems associated with
this. He argues that tribes (ethnic groups) as discrete bounded entities are
essentially analytical models developed by anthropologists or other outsiders,
for their own purposes – rather than locally meaningful principles of everyday
social organization in practice (Leach 1954).
arguing:
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Jenkins expands on this

The mere fact that two groups of people are of a different culture does
not necessarily imply – as has nearly always been assumed – that they
belong to two quite different social systems (Jenkins 1997:25).
This has particular relevance to the Hmong and their current search for a
suitable definition of their own ethnicity. These issues will be looked at more
closely in later chapters, however, modernization, migration and changes in
non-traditional heterogenous states have certainly played an important role in
this complex search for identity.

Problems Defining Ethnicity
Only a small fraction of the world lives in what could be called an ethnically
homogenous state; although there is often the perception that states are
perhaps more homogenous than they really are. For example, Scherrer says
very few nation states with considerably more than 10,000 people are
homogenous nation states (Scherrer 1999:54). It is obvious that attempting to
place ethnicity in a scholastic box is fraught with the danger of oversimplifying
the complex. For what might shape ethnicity for one group may be completely
irrelevant and inapplicable to another. For example, in one circumstance
religion may be the decisive distinction between two ethnic groups, while in
another, language or history may serve this same function (Eller 1999:8).
Eller argues:
Ethnicity is thus subjective, even while it is based on, refers to, or
involves objective or shared cultural or historical markers. No ethnic
group treats all aspects of its culture or history as markers of its
identity; it would be awkward if not impossible to do so, and besides,
for any group some elements of its culture will be the same as those of
another group. What is more, for any one group, the parts of culture
that it chooses and uses may vary over time, from religion one time to
language at another (Eller 1999:9).
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In a bid to overcome these types of problems, academics have produced a
variety of definitions in an attempt to meet these challenges.

For some

scholars ethnicity is synonymous with race, while for others it is vastly
different encompassing a range of factors including ancestry, kinship, religion,
shared territory, nationality, custom and even physical appearance (Ratcliffe
1994:6).

Others divide ethnicity into separate types; for example, salient

ethnicity or romantic ethnicity. For some scholars such as Clifford Geertz,
ethnicity is a stagnant, unchangeable phenomenon, while for others such as
Barth it is an issue of boundaries and in a constant state of change.
Importantly ethnicity is not often discussed and defined in isolation but rather it
is usually discussed in the context of other issues such as modernity, race
and conflict (Sollors 1996:XII).

The term ethnicity is derived from the French word ethnie and appeared in the
Oxford English Dictionary for the first time in 1953 (Smith & Hutchinson
1996:4). Tonkin, McDonald and Chapman point out:
The meaning of the term is equally uncertain. It can mean ‘the
essence of an ethnic group’ or ‘the quality of belonging to an ethnic
community or group’ or ‘what it is you have if you are an ethnic group
(1996:18-19).
The use of the term ethnicity did not come into widespread use until the
1960s. The terminology received its first widespread use in the United States
(Rex 1986). Prior to this initial use, works had been completed on ethnicity as
early as the 1920s. In Weber’s 1922 work Economy and Society he argues:
Ethnic membership does not constitute a group; it only facilitates group
formation of any kind, particularly in the political sphere. On the other
hand, it is primarily the political community, no matter how artificially
organized, that aspires the belief in common ethnicity (Weber 1996:56).
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Weber suggests that belief in common ancestry is likely to be a consequence
of collectivization rather than its cause and that the collective exists as a
consequence of being together.

Weber argues that ethnic groups are

founded upon a subjective feeling, whether or not any objective kinship
relationship exists (Eller 1999:60). Eller says Weber’s point is that the nature
or the degree of difference between groups is not important, but rather the
emotional attachments and the extent of group consciousness is what binds
groups together (Eller 1999:60). However, more than 20 years after Weber’s
work was published Everett Hughes wrote a conflicting paper that rejected
Weber’s analysis of ethnicity. Hughes says:
An ethnic group is not one because of the degree of measurable or
observable difference from other groups – it is an ethnic group, on the
contrary, because the people in it and the people out of it think that it is
one; because both the ins and outs talk, feel and act as if it were a
separate group. This is possible, only if there are ways of telling who
belongs to the group and who does not and if a person learns early,
deeply and unusually irrevocably to what group he belongs. If it is easy
to resign from the group, it is not truly an ethnic group (Hughes
1994:91).
However, more recent developments have revealed Weber’s assumption of
subjective identification is perhaps more accurate than Hughes argues.
Hughes last statement claiming that if it is easy to resign from an ethnic group
it is not truly an ethnic group is highly contentious. If by resigning he means
leaving the ethnic group or being expelled as a member of an ethnic group,
then that will be challenged later in this thesis by the evolution of Hmong
communities in Australia and Thailand. These communities have, in recent
years, been characterized by the expulsion of Hmong community members
from their villages and being stripped of their ethnic membership for failing to
measure up to the necessary traits of an ethnicity prescribed by community
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leaders. These patterns of ostracism, conflict and ethnic renunciation have
been sparked by many different issues. These have included the conversion
of Hmong to foreign religions such as Christianity and the decision of Hmong
members to use legal and human rights as a method of conflict resolution,
rather than seeking to resolve issues within the confines of the clan and the
traditional leadership of the community. Other issues that have led to conflicts
over ethnic identity include the decision to use drugs such as opium and the
decision of some to marry people who are not Hmong.

The critical issue with ethnic studies is that there is no common foundation to
build the studies on.

Because of the differing viewpoints about what

constitutes ethnicity, the actual results of research can be ambiguous and
variable. However, in the case of this thesis, the ethnicity model established
by Smith will be used as a definition for ethnicity. Anthony Smith (1996:6-7)
highlights six points about ethnicity which include:
1.

A common proper name to identify and express the essence of the
community;

2.

A myth of common ancestry. A myth rather than a fact. A myth that
includes the idea of common origin in time and place and that gives an
ethnie a sense a fictive kinship;

3.

Shared historical memories, or better, shared memories of a common
past or pasts, including heroes, events and their commemoration;

4.

One or more elements of common culture, which need not be specified
but normally include religion, customs or language;
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5.

A link with a homeland, not necessarily its physical occupation by the
ethnie, only its symbolic attachment to the ancestral land, as with
diaspora peoples;

6.

A sense of solidarity on the part of at least some sections of the ethnie’s
population.

Smith adopts an instrumentalist approach and clearly believes that ethnicity is
a malleable and changeable phenomenon. It is indeed the rigidity and even
the ill-informed nature of aspects of the ethnic debate that has been
challenged in recent years. The bottom line is that if a group is not conscious
of, or organized in terms of its characteristics, then there is no ethnicity, no
matter how distinct the group may be (Eller 1999:11).

This complexity is

examined by Wallman, who argues:
Ethnicity is the process by which ‘their’ difference is used to enforce the
sense of ‘us’ for the purposes of organization and identification.
Because it takes two, ethnicity can only happen at the boundary of ‘us’,
in contact or confrontation, or by contrast with ‘them’. And as the
sense of ‘us’ changes so does the boundary between ‘us’ and ‘them’
shift. Not only does the boundary shift but the criteria that mark it also
change (Wallman 1979:3).
Wallman’s description paints a picture of ethnicity as transactional, shifting
and essentially impermanent and defies the rigidity of the classic primordialist
ethnicity theories. In this thesis a similar ‘instrumentalist’ approach, which
acknowledges the changing nature of ethnicity, will be taken in conducting a
case study of Hmong ethnicity, rather than the rigid primordialism promoted by
many, including Clifford Geertz.
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Primordialism Vs Instrumentalism
One of the greatest debates in the field of ethnic studies is between two main
schools of thought - primordialism and instrumentalism.

This debate has

reached such vehemence in academic circles that it has in fact produced its
own theoretical brand of ethnic-based conflict. The primordialists argue that
ethnicity is essentially unchanging and unchangeable in the imperative
demands it makes upon individuals and that ethnicity is essentially part of
human nature (Jenkins 1997:44). Primordialism was introduced into social
theory by Shils who derived it from Torries famous distinction between
Gesellschaft and Gemenshaft (Freeman 1998:19). In his article Primordial,
Personal, Sacred and Civil Ties Shils is credited with introducing the term
primordial (Eller 1999:78). Shils conception of primordialism was taken up by
Geertz, who applied it to post-colonial society. Geertz, one of the best known
proponents of this theory, argues:
By a primordial attachment is meant one that stems from the ‘givens’ or
more precisely, as culture is inevitably involved in such matters, the
assumed ‘givens’ of social existence: immediate contiguity and live
connection mainly, but beyond them the givenness that stems from
being born into a particular religious community, speaking a particular
language, or even a dialect of language, and following particular social
practices. These congruities of blood, speech, custom and so on, are
seen to have an ineffable, and at times, overpowering coerciveness in
and of themselves. One is bound to one’s kinsman, one’s neighbours,
one’s fellow believer, ipso facto, as the result not merely of personal
attraction, practical necessity, common interest or incurred moral
obligation but at least in great part by virtue of some unaccountable
absolute import attributed to the very tie itself. The general strength of
such primordial bonds, and the types of them that are important, differ
from person to person, from society to society, and from time to time.
But for virtually every person, in every society, at almost all times,
some attachments seem to flow more from a sense of the natural –
some would say spiritual – affinity than from social interaction. (Geertz
1963:109).
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Two very important clarifying factors emerge from Geertz’s classic work. The
first is that primordial phenomena are not always primordial by fundamentally
alterable modern circumstances. The second is that the ‘givens’ referred to
by Geertz are qualified as ‘assumed givens’ and vary in strength and salience
in his account (Eller 1999:74). Freeman supports this by arguing that Geertz
did not treat primordialism as static (Freeman 1998:20). There is also an
important presumption on the part of all anthropologists, sociologists and
social scientists who support the primordialist theory.

They assume that

ethnic groups actually know what their primordial phenomena are.

This

search for primordial attachments was featured in a keynote address at the 7th
Hmong National Conference in the United States in 2002 where Hmong from
around the world sought answers to what made them Hmong. This keynote
speech, highlighting a search for so-called primordialism, raises very
important questions over whether it indeed exists and whether it is the source
of ethnicity. Geertz argues that primordial diversity in states with different
groups is the source of ethnic conflict. Thus some theorists see primordialism
as a single form of sociality or solidarity, based on an emotional connection to
longstanding, objective and fixed social characteristics (Eller 1999:78). Eller
argues that according to the primordialists there are three features of ethnicity
including apriority, ineffability and affectivity (1999:79).

He argues that a

priority refers to a sense of ethnic characteristics that a person is born into – a
sense that is naturally and even spiritually just there. Ineffability refers to
primordial attachments as being inexplicable and inexpressable, and that the
primordial ties are socially binding. Finally, affectivity refers to the emotional
side of primordialism with reference to ties, bonds and attachments. This last
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characteristic is the ingredient that makes ethnicity irrational, powerful and
strident (Eller 1999:79).

Instrumentalists, however, argue that ethnicity is defined situationally,
strategically or tactically manipulatable and capable of change at both the
individual and collective level (Jenkins 1997:44).

Although both schools of

thought have made important contributions to ethnic studies, some scholars
have, in recent times, called for the theory of primordialism to be scrapped
from the social science lexicon (1997:46).

Despite this, primordialism did

receive somewhat of a boost in the 1970s with Howard Isaacs arguing in 1975
that the collapse of the old power systems had created confusion and fear
leading to a global process of retribalization or neo-primordialism (Freeman
1998:19). Glazer and Moynihan (1975) argue that primordial ethnicity is about
the emotional basis of ethnicity, with its deep sense of ties to a group on the
basis of some common trait or shared symbol for the purpose of mobilizing
the group to achieve a certain goal – usually access to the social, political or
material resources that have been denied them by a society. What is clear is
that conflicts of an ethnic nature are not only limited to the ethnic groups
themselves, but also to the scholars and theorists who have been involved in
the research of this obviously contentious field of study. As Stuart Hall aptly
summarizes:

“Theory is always a detour on the way to something more

important” (Hall 1991:42). This thesis does not aim to add further fuel to the
already fiery ethnicity theoretical debate. Rather, the research conducted will
further support the instrumentalist model.

However, the thesis will

demonstrate that the perceived primordial traits of an ethnic community can
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provide the necessary fuel for conflict, particularly if these traits are under
attack and threatened. Well-known instrumentalist Fredrik Barth argues that
ethnic groups must be treated as units of ascription, where social boundaries
ensure the persistence of the group.

He says cultural content does not

influence ethnicity but the boundary and the symbolic border guards of
language, dress, food and religion that perpetuate the community are what
influences ethnicity (Smith & Hutchinson 1996:9). Under this theory ethnic
groups are understood as a social organization. However, what this theory
does recognize is that social identity is not entirely ascribed and that people
can in fact change their identity and in many cases their social and ethnic
affiliation (Eller 1999:76). Eller explains this simply by saying:
In this view the continuity of ethnic groups depends neither on
biological nor cultural continuity; individuals may come and go, and
cultural traits may come and go. On the contrary the continuity of the
ethnic group depends on the maintenance of the boundary…..Simply
stated it is the ethnic boundary that defines the group, not the cultural
stuff that it encloses (Eller 1999:76).
This has particular relevance to the Hmong and for this thesis. With Hmong
community members being stripped of their ethnicity because of changes to
their religion it is obvious that religion for them, is a boundary that is used to
define their ethnicity. However, other issues such as leadership roles and
social changes such as first language attrition and second language
acquisition are also seen as important cultural markers and indicators. Using
this theoretical approach it becomes possible for an individual to lose their
ethnic membership, which has been identified as a key issue in Hmong
communities and clearly goes against the theory proposed by Everett Hughes.
There are clearly many ways in which boundaries can be established to define
an ethnic group. Ronnquist argues:
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There are a great variety of possible bases for designing ethnic groups
and the borders between them. Religion and language belong to the
most predominant, but ethnic groups may be distinguished from one
another on less obvious grounds and the perception of characteristics
of a certain group may also differ depending on if it is internally or
externally defined. In other words, the collective identity of a specific
group of people can mean something to them, which it might not mean
to others, and groups that by others are treated as a homogenous
entity may find it rational to act like one (Ronnquist 1999:147).
Ronnquist’s conclusion is drawn from the theory of Barth and the belief that
ethnicity is defined by boundaries rather than the cultural stuffing. The very
fact that ethnic groups such as the Hmong are searching for the meaning of
Hmongness, vindicates this theory. Such a search could be seen as a search
for boundaries and the essence of their ethnicity.

Ethnicity and Modernity
The clash of ethnicity and modernity is the very essence of this thesis. The
world has never been static and the process of modernization is ongoing.
However, the way in which modernization impacts ethnic communities and
their ethnicity is the source of much debate. The interest in the relationship
between modernization and ethnicity has grown in importance and relevance
given the rapid modernization that has taken place around the world in the
past 150 years.

As Smith highlights, the appearance of the modern

bureaucratic state and capitalism has made ethnic communities take on new
political importance (Smith 1996:11). Because the process of modernization
has taken place so rapidly it has forced ethnic groups and people at all levels
of society to raise questions about ethnicity - questions that had previously
rarely been asked because there had simply been no need to ask them. The
relationship between modernization and ethnicity has essentially developed
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two rather broad and generalized schools of thought. Some scholars argue
modernization leads to increased notions of ethnic identity and serves to
further define ethnic groups. Others argue modernization leads to an erosion
of culture that will eventually lead to a level of assimilation and sameness that
will strip ethnic groups of their difference. Ralf Ronnquist argues that most
social scientists in the 1950s and 1960s believed that developments in
modernized societies and the spread of economic internationalization would
make ethnic identities irrelevant and even obsolete (Ronnquist 1999: 145). At
the risk of fence-sitting, it will be argued in this thesis that indeed both of these
proposed scenarios are possible, sometimes working together as ethnic
communities change, adapt and modernize. The result of this process is that
in some ethnic communities, members choose to become ethnically nominal
as a means of not hindering their standing within either the traditional or
modern community. Martin Heisler argues:
Predictions of the fading importance or even disappearance of ethnic
divisions in modern societies – common in social sciences literature
since the 1920s – were mistaken and at least short-sighted (1991:21).
In countries that are developing, people are generally socialized into their
ethnic identity from infancy (Heisler 1991:25). Heisler argues that in more
traditional environments individuals have little or no meaningful choice as to
who or what they are in ethnic terms while in the modern west people have
choices in some form or degree. He says:
Although there is generally little or no choice among ethnic identities,
people can modulate the level of salience accorded ethnicity in their
conceptions of themselves (Heisler 1991:25).
The result is that ethnic groups in modern societies barely resemble the
functionally and structurally comprehensive, inclusive societal divisions they
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constitute in other settings. Heisler concludes by arguing that groups and the
relations between them reflect social, economic and political forces
characteristic of the type of state, rather than particularly traits indwelling the
ethnicity (Heisler 1991:26).

Although Heisler’s argument is a broad brushstroke it would seem his
assessment does not go far enough.

Although he highlights differences

between traditional and modern societies he does not venture to discuss the
consequences of such disparity.

This is not unusual.

But what can be

concluded is that ideologies such as nationalism and the desire for states to
appear united and homogenous has produced new ethnically-based conflicts
in every state that is multi-ethnic in composition (Smith 1996:11). Although
many of these conflicts may be small and seemingly insignificant, their place
in a modernizing and globalizing world community cannot be ignored or
understated. Hein in his study of the Hmong in the United States of America
supports the notion that ethnicity can both prosper, while at the same time
decline in ethnic communities that have encountered rapid modernization.
Significantly, he asks why this occurs but does not offer a solution to his
question in his assessment of Hmong communities in the United States of
America.

This thesis will expand on Hein’s paper by examining how the

process of modernization manifests itself in ethnic Hmong communities and
will explore one of the detrimental by-products of modernization – intra-ethnic
conflict. This is crucial because traditionally a great deal of effort has gone
into understanding what people of different cultures think; only recently has
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the focus switched to how important these beliefs are and how pivotal they are
for the future of these ethnic groups.

In the case of the Hmong in Australia, this small ethnic community of less than
2,000 people has within the space of 15 years, lost much of its similarity to the
ethnic Hmong communities in Thailand and China. This difference is depicted
in their culture, customs, language and dress, but more significantly in their
attitude. For example, in interviews with a group of 12 Hmong women in
Cairns who were preparing costumes for Hmong New Year, all said they no
longer wanted to live in Thailand or Laos. Most said that although they had
family in Thailand and Laos they were reluctant to permanently leave the
modern life they had grown to accept in Australia. The women highlighted
different reasons for their attitude, with most recognizing health care, hygiene,
safety and the opportunity for what they described as a ‘better life’ in Australia
as the main reasons for wanting to stay in Australia. One woman said:
We are thankful for our life here. We know it’s hard and we have our
own problems here but compared to the old life this is easy. We miss
the old ways but the old ways are in our heart. No one can take that
away. People who have gone back to Laos say it is dirty and
dangerous. We don’t want a future like that. That is no future
(Personal Communication November 2002).
Perhaps the most curious thing about the women’s comments is that all the
women claimed they had been subject to discrimination in Australia since their
arrival. All of the women also said there were times when they all longed for
their old way of life in the village in Thailand or Laos. The women said in
order to revive memories of their old life, movies were sent to the Hmong
community in Australia from the Hmong in the United States about their old
life.

The contents of these movies feature traditional Hmong hunting,
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harvesting, documentaries on edible jungle foods and festivals. Despite the
heart-felt longing and interest these movie showings evoked in all generations
of Hmong, most of the Hmong I interviewed in Australia believed that after
having a taste of modern life, it made no sense to return to their homeland.
Christian Hmong leader Pastor Toua Her said most Hmong around the world
were finding it difficult to strike a balance between the old and the new. He
said:
Before we came here we had never driven a car. Now my father owns
many cars. We have new opportunities here but sometimes it comes
and the old Hmong ways go. Our children, unless they have strong
parents, want to become like Australian children. The changes make
them lose the will to be Hmong. This makes us sad (Personal
Communication October 2002).
This snapshot reveals the paradox in Hmong communities in Australia today.
They are a community with a divided heart – torn between the spoils of
modernity and a longing for the ways of the past.
complexity of ethnicity.

It also highlights the

Ethnicity is all the more complex as ethnic

communities attempt to recontextualize their ethnicity as a direct response to
factors in the modernizing and globalizing world in which they live. Although
the scene for ethnic communities like the Hmong may not outwardly appear
desperate, many Hmong in Australia and Thailand expressed in interviews to
this author that they were experiencing unprecedented sadness and despair
as they faced the reality and consequences of ethnic change brought about by
modernization, globalization and inter-ethnic conflict.

Given many Hmong

have faced lives of poverty and war in their homelands, this expression of
despair cannot and should not be downplayed.
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Conclusion
The issue of ethnicity is boundless in terms of the controversies and
complexities associated with it. It is a phenomenon that evokes passion that
is difficult to predict and can manifest itself in various ways.

It is a

phenomenon that in a modernizing world has forced the world’s ethnic groups
to assess and reassess their ethnicity based on the rapid technological,
religious and cultural changes that have occurred globally during the past 50
years. Isolation and obscurity are no longer the friends and preservers of
ethnicity and the fabric of ethnic communities. In a globalizing world that
encourages and advocates the rapid dissemination of information through
electronic and computerized media to even the remotest areas of the globe,
there has been little research into how ethnic communities will be and are
affected by this form of exposure. This research has been conducted with the
clear presumption that ethnicity is transitional and based on circumstances,
rather than being of the primordial orientation. In the case of this thesis, the
conclusions have not been drawn by delving into the heavy theoretical texts
often associated with this ethnic debate. Rather, the conclusions have been
made by drawing on the extensive interviews that I have conducted with
members of the Hmong community on three continents. These people have
both rejoiced and despaired at the changes that have occurred to their
ethnicity and ethnic communities in the past 30 years.

It is their ethnic

experience and ethnic evolution that has prompted this thesis and provides a
fundamental foundation for examining ethnicity, change and the resultant
issues of intra-ethnic conflict that emerge as a consequence of this change.
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CHAPTER 2
ETHNICITY, CONFLICT AND THE HMONG

Introduction
The dual issues of ethnicity and conflict today grip the world in a way that has
never been seen before. Although it is naïve to suggest ethnic conflict is a
new phenomenon, its impact on the future shape of the world should not be
underestimated. As Special UN Development Program adviser Mahbun ul
Haq highlighted, the conflicts of the future are more likely to be between
people rather than states over issues related to culture, ethnicity and religion
(Eller 1997:1). Eller argues that the current issues of ethnicity and ethnic
conflict captivate the world’s attention like perhaps no other social
phenomenon on earth (Eller 1997:1). However, he warns that the subject is
also dauntingly complex. In many respects this analysis is correct. Ethnic
issues today affect all levels of government, in almost every nation state and
are the source of impassioned debates at all levels of society. Other issues
that have drawn attention to ethnic issues include modernization and
globalization. Banton argues that the process of globalization, which brings
people of previously separate societies closer together, has produced two
sub-processes. The first he argues is the emergence of conflict, while the
second is increasing cooperation within groups that meet and sometimes
mate across group boundaries (2001:189). This chapter will focus on the first
of Banton’s fruits of globalization.
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Ethnicity and Conflict
Ethnicity and ethnic conflict compel us to think again about the idea of culture,
its components and characteristics. Yet despite this burgeoning interest and
the plethora of new material on these new subjects there are many ethnicallyrelated issues that have either been overlooked by scholars or have simply
not been examined yet because of the complexity of this field of study. One of
these is the sensitive but nevertheless extremely important issue of intraethnic conflict.

However, before this aspect of conflict is examined it is

important to develop and define the greater and more general issue of ethnic
conflict and how it can influence communities, states and even entire global
regions.

Ethnic problems are widespread and impact virtually every corner of the world
either directly, through issues of conflict stemming from changes within ethnic
communities, or indirectly, through a range of factors such as the
displacement of people, to highlight one. John Rex says: “Ethnic groups are
thought of as those whose behaviour might change” (Rex 1986:17). It is the
very nature of this change that will be examined in this thesis.

It is well

documented that ethnic groups rarely, if ever, remain static in terms of their
ethnic boundaries. These boundaries have been described as ‘vessels’ that
can take many forms including territoriality, history, language, economic
practices and symbols (Rex 1986:85).

To put it more clearly, ethnicity is

transactional, shifting and essentially impermanent (Jenkins 1997:20). This is
somewhat predictable given the global heterogenous mix of cultures.
However, this heterogenous blend of cultures has, in many countries, proved

- 66 -

to be an explosive mix with ethnic conflicts being waged on every inhabited
continent of Earth today. Moynihan has referred to the current state of global
affairs as ‘pandemonium’ (1993:4).

Although that grim picture is realistic,

ethnic problems could be better classified as troublesome at best; politically,
economically and socially disruptive as a general rule; and horrifyingly violent
at worst (Brown & Ganguly 1997:1) As Brown and Ganguly contend:
Even in countries where ethnic minorities are miniscule in demographic
terms and unassertive in pursuing political self-determination, ethnic
problems have important social, political and economic ramifications
(1997:4).
It would therefore seem that studies of this type are incredibly important given
the apparent uniform ability of ethnic groups to wield enormous power despite
small numbers. This has particular relevance for this thesis which aims to
examine ethnic conflict by completing a case study of the Hmong and their
existence in two separate states and two separate contexts. Although the
Hmong are miniscule in numbers in Australia and Thailand, making up less
than one percent of the total population in each of the states, it will be argued
that researching ethnic issues even among small groups such as this is
important for local, national and even international communities.

Although researching issues of conflict is important, the terms of reference in
the scholarly world for examining this complex field have, in the past, been
broad and generalized. This has been necessitated to some extent by the
complexity of ethnicity. For what characterizes conflict in one group may be
completely irrelevant in another. It will be argued in this thesis that whatever
form it takes, conflict can have devastating effects on the culture of ethnic
communities and can be a major source of upheaval within these
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communities.

Scholars, who have adopted this broad and generalized

methodology of looking at ethnicity, have generally addressed the problem of
ethnic disturbance in terms of an ethnic majority in conflict with an ethnic
minority or two ethnic minorities in conflict with one another. Traditionally, this
research has always examined at least two parties, maybe more, at conflict or
loggerheads with each other for one reason or another.

Esman says a

necessary condition for the occurrence of ethnic conflict is the coexistence of
two or more culturally differentiated communities under a single political
authority (1991:53). He correctly asserts that these tensions and disputes
occur under a variety of conditions and manifest themselves in complex
patterns that have defied attempts of generalization and classification.

The field of ethnic studies, including inter-ethnic conflict, as it currently stands,
does include some elements of intra-ethnic conflict, but it would be fair to say
that even if this is the case, this element would make up only the smallest
proportion of ethnic studies.

What also needs to be emphasized is that

research of this nature is certainly not without its problems. As Asbjorn Eide
highlights in his commentary to the United Nations Declaration on the Rights
of Persons Belonging to National or Ethnic, Religious and Linguistic
Minorities, the term minority is problematic in its own right. He says: “Outside
Europe, and particularly in Africa, countries are often composed of a large
number of groups, none of which make a majority” (1992:3).

This has

particular relevance for this thesis. Although Thailand has a clear majority
ethnic group, Australia has a much more heterogenous ethnic composition.
This has important ramifications for this research. It will be argued in this
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thesis that despite questions of majority and minority, the same issues
regarding intra-ethnic conflict among Hmong exist whether they be located in
states where they have lived for more than a century, or in migratory states
where they are one of many ethnic minority groups trying to forge their place
in a greater community. This again highlights the anomalies of ethnic studies
and provides a clear indication that caution must be taken when researching
these kinds of issues. As a result of the shortcomings of this methodology the
Copenhagen Peace Research Institute set up a new research programme
aimed at looking at intra-state conflict in 1996 (Wiberg 1999:1).

Scherrer

argues:
Analysis on intra-state conflict, its types, causes and possible peace
strategies, is highly topical.
However, research deficits prevail
regarding many issues and problems in this vast field (Scherrer
1999:52).
This thesis recognizes that, and aims to take this a step further and add a
third dimension to studies of ethnic conflict. This thesis will look at the role of
intra-ethnic conflict, that is, an ethnic group in conflict with itself, and how and
if that creates social, economic and political disturbance in states. Two points
about intra-ethnic conflict must be made. The first is that intra-ethnic conflict
is sensitive and potentially harmful to the credibility and legitimacy of ethnic
leaders or the unity of the ethnic community. The second is that unless the
problem of intra-ethnic conflict is overt, it is often ignored, overlooked or even
deliberately hidden from researchers by members of ethnic communities.
Intra-ethnic conflict usually emerges as a way of maintaining ethnic
boundaries. McCaskill says: “The need for boundary maintenance becomes
most important when the boundaries are under pressure” (1997:57). Issues of
intra-ethnic conflict are often characterized by abuses of human rights, subtle
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acts of exclusion and are often insidious acts that have devastating impacts
on individuals, families or clan members. It often occurs while those outside
the community remain oblivious to the issues of conflict.

Vayong Moua

describes this process in Hmong communities saying: “The Hmong is dividing
like an impregnated ovum! Lines of division are being drawn and walls are
being built to highlight our differences” (Moua 1995:3). Because intra-ethnic
conflict is often the fruit of inter-ethnic conflict, both issues will be addressed in
this thesis.

Ethnic Preservation and Intra-Ethnic Conflict
For Hmong, the issue of trying to preserve their ethnicity in the midst of multiethnicity is nothing new.

Scholar Jacques Lemoine refers to the Hmong

history as a continual quest to preserve Hmong ethnicity. He says:
Hmong refugees are faithful to their ethnic past. Since the dawn of
their history, as part of the Miao group of peoples in China, they
managed to escape the fate of assimilation. This is the key to explain
their political attitudes in Indochina since they fled and settled there in
the mid 19th Century. Their involvement in the two Indochinese wars,
their early upsurge against the French colonial system in the 1920s, as
well as their latest resistance to the Vietnamese and Communist
Laotians… even their political mistakes, have been dictated by the
same collective urge to preserve Hmong ethnicity… They did not come
to our countries only to save their lives, they came to save their selves,
that is, their Hmong ethnicity (Lemoine 1986:337).
It is this underlying motivation for the Hmong to preserve their ethnicity that is
at the core of intra-ethnic conflict in Hmong communities around the world
today. It would seem the reluctance of the Hmong to change the defining
boundaries of Hmong ethnicity could indeed be a fight against the natural
progression of ethnicity and more importantly for them, a fight against the
government policies in the states in which they live. The desire to preserve
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Hmong culture at almost any cost was highlighted by community members in
the Hmong areas of Thailand during fieldwork research I conducted there
between 2002 and 2004. During interviews conducted with villagers it was
revealed the desire to hold on to the traditional elements of Hmong ethnicity
was causing tension and conflict between older Hmong and a younger
generation wanting to embrace a more modern community and way of life.
Many of these communities, which are often considered quite harmonious by
the dominant ethnic groups and outsiders, were in fact facing numerous
crucial conflict issues within their communities. However, this should come as
no surprise. Often a strong sense of ethnic identity may assert itself as a
result of pressures from the state (Jenkins 1997:57). Interviews conducted
with villagers in Thailand revealed that these efforts to assert a strong sense
of ethnic identity were having a sometimes destabilizing impact on ethnic
minority communities.

The desire to maintain this ‘ethnic purity’ and

priomordialize ethnicity has led to some leaders taking the drastic and
extraordinary step of expelling members from their communities and even
denying them their ethnic membership, as a means of resolving some of these
conflict issues. In simple terms, community members considered not to be
displaying the necessary characteristics or behaviours of Hmongness were
forcibly removed from their villages and were considered to be no longer ‘truly
Hmong’.

Likewise interviews with migrant Hmong communities in Australia have
uncovered similar patterns of identity confusion and ethnic conflict.

For

example, Australian Hmong community leaders said in interviews that I
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conducted with them in 2001, that Hmong communities in Australia had
become divided on religious grounds. There are currently some 80 Hmong
living in Cairns in Far North Queensland who have converted to Christianity,
while another 900 living in the outer suburbs of Cairns and in the nearby town
of Innisfail practice traditional Hmong animism and ancestral worship. Former
North Queensland Hmong Society president Sao Lee said although there was
no great animosity between the two groups, the Cairns group was no longer
considered traditionally or ‘truly Hmong’. He said the Christians no longer
took part in significant activities such as Hmong New Year sacrifices and
funeral rites and that the Christian Hmong distanced themselves from many
customs and events that were considered crucial elements of Hmong
ethnicity. Gary Lee in his recent study of Hmong resettlement in Australia
says that many elderly Hmong fear for the future of their people in Australia as
a result of the changes brought about because of inter-ethnic relations and
changes to religion. He says:
Many elderly Hmong today are concerned that their traditional religious
practices will die out after they are gone, and no one will know how to
make offerings to them in the after world (2004:21).
These concerns demonstrate how religious conversion can greatly impact an
ethnic community and ultimately serve as a source of conflict. To appreciate
just how important ancestral offerings are to dead relatives, one needs an
understanding of Hmong culture. These issues will be discussed in greater
depth in Chapters 3 and 4, however, the real fear of being rejected and/or
alienated in the afterlife by living relatives, who have converted to another
religion, is too much for many elderly Hmong to bear.

This generational

difference within Hmong communities, which has been brought about as a
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consequence of inter-ethnic relations, modernization and globalization
demonstrates why there is often such impassioned conflict within Hmong
communities in Australia and Thailand.

Although Sao Lee’s questioning of the sense of ethnic loyalty or uniqueness of
the Christian Hmong in Australia was stated in a very ‘matter of fact’ manner,
it has substantial ramifications for the future of Hmong communities not only in
Australia but also globally. It is indicative of, and a reaction to, this fear many
Hmong have about not only what will happen to their community and ethnicity
in the future, but also what will happen to them and their souls if their relatives
neglect to uphold traditional religious practices.

This in itself creates a

paradoxical situation in that traditional Hmong culture involves an emphasis
on the collective rather than the individual. However, the individual fear that
emerges because of ambivalence to, and ignorance of traditional rituals and
ancestor worship, means there is tremendous pressure to maintain traditional
ways based on the unknowns in the afterlife.

This argument is critical,

because it highlights how important issues of religion are in dictating and
determining behaviour patterns within Hmong culture.

For the Hmong who practice ancestor worship, the family is not only a cluster
of people united by blood ties, but a shelter and a place of worship (Lee
1983). It is also provides a sense of security for the present life but also for
the afterlife. The maintenance of these family structures is a crucial part of
Hmong culture affecting everything from where someone will sleep in a
Hmong home to gender roles within the home. Lee says:
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The fortune of an individual or a family depends on close observation of
ancestral reverence, geomancy and kinship networks. A Hmong’s
religion cannot be divorced from his social grouping, and his relations
with other people are meaningful mostly in terms of ancestral rites (Lee
1983).
Lee goes on to say that the allocation of physical space inside the house into
various categories of household members reflects morals, the importance
given to different generations, genders and age groups in the family. The
Hmong seek freedom not only for the individual but for the kin and clan group
and this is central to Hmong ethnicity (Falk 1994). The Hmong believe that a
Hmong cannot exist without his family group and knowledge of its ritual
system. Given this most basic function of the family, or nuclear family as it is
often called, it is no wonder conflict arises when these family binds are
broken. It could be concluded that in Hmong culture the family not only plays
a nurturing role, but also a significant religious role. Hence to be expelled
from one’s family and clan in Hmong culture, is to be expelled from one’s
religion and ethnicity. It is without doubt the greatest sacrifice, or the greatest
insult to be bestowed upon an individual, depending of course on which way
you look at it.

This therefore raises vital questions about the nature of ethnicity and clearly
dispels any notion of primordialism in the design of ethnic groups. It also adds
significant weight to the notion that ethnic membership is not a birthright. The
Hmong that I have interviewed in Australia, Thailand, China, Laos and the
United States have no doubt that the very nature of their ethnic membership
can be revoked by Hmong community leaders based on a person’s decision
to renounce or change cultural elements that are perceived as irrevocably

- 74 -

Hmong.

Ultimately ethnicity in Hmong society is not determined by the

individual, but is determined by the collective. Ethnicity has much to do with
perception and tradition rather than personal identification.

It is the

transmission of the collective into more modern societies that has caused
important internal problems. But this should not be surprising.

John McGarry and Brendan O’Leary (1993) claim that methods for eliminating
differences cross-culturally include genocide, forced mass population
transfers, partition or strategies aimed at integration and assimilation.

All

these methods in McGarry and O’Leary’s work refer to inter-ethnic clashes
and are targeted at cross-cultural environments. It seems these methods are
also used to counter new differences that emerge within communities. This is
important because few scholars have ever applied these types of issues in
intra-ethnic contexts before. For example, the communist governments of the
Soviet Union and China have used these tactics against those perceived to be
deviating from the course of the leadership or government throughout their
histories. However, the fact that these same tactics and techniques or social
control methods are used within small ethnic communities, such as the
Hmong, raises important and crucial questions about ethnicity and its power.
These types of techniques have been applied in homogenous Hmong villages
in Thailand, where Christian Hmong have either been partitioned in the village
or killed for refusing to renounce their Christian beliefs. This demonstrates
that these types of cultural conflicts, at even the most grassroots level of
society, can have important impacts on the cultural fabric and stability of an
ethnic community and the wider community.
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Former Hmong community social worker Bev Holland, who worked
extensively with the Hmong in Tasmania during their initial relocation to
Australia in the 1980s, said the conversion to Christianity of Hmong
community members was also a major divisive factor in Hmong communities
in Australia. Holland said many Hmong community members would attend
church and secretly believe in Christianity but would never be baptized out of
fear of being expelled from their communities and even their ethnicity. She
said this tension boiled over in one incident when a Hmong shaman and
spiritual practitioner converted to Christianity, prior to coming to Australia.
She said it was believed that, as a spiritual leader and focal point for the
community, his conversion had the potential to set a pattern for other Hmong
community members. She said there was also anger because his conversion
reduced the number of Hmong spiritual practitioners in Australia, thereby
challenging the future of Hmong religious practice in Australia.

Although

these issues will be explored in greater depth in later chapters, it is already
obvious how seemingly small changes can create significant fractures in
ethnic minority communities. It is also important to recognize how the decision
of the individual to pursue non-traditional culture is influenced by the
collective. Thus the intolerance, indifference and lack of respect for individual
decisions, often recognized as key issues in inter-ethnic conflict, are also key
issues in intra-ethnic conflict.

The modern individualism, which has been

embraced by many Hmong in Australia and Thailand in recent times, clearly
runs contrary to the sense of a collective consciousness that is often touted as
a key attribute of Hmongness.
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Out of all the elements of modernization such as language change,
technological development and changes to gender and generational roles – it
is clearly the introduction of new belief systems and religions such as
Christianity that has had the greatest impact on the stability and future of
Hmong communities in Thailand and Australia. However, these are not the
only issues. Social issues such as marriage, leadership issues and changes
to the traditional kinship structure are all sources of conflict.

It must be

recognized that all of these problems have been inspired either directly or
indirectly by modernization.

However, at this point it must be recognized that these types of ‘internal
conflicts’ within an ethnic group are nothing new. Gluckman argues that not
only is diversity within traditional societies ordinary and tolerable but that
conflict is also tolerable and may even be integrative (Gluckman 1960:65). He
says:
Societies, even small traditional societies, are always elaborately
divided by customary allegiances that cross-cut and sometimes
contradict and come into conflict with one another. Thus it becomes
possible to think of internally-diverse and segmented, while still
integrated societies; at the same time, it becomes clear that societies
may not be as integrated as ethnic or national ideology and action
stipulate and require (Eller 1999:65).
Gluckman’s appraisal of ethnic disharmony is important because it highlights
a commonly held belief that ethnic societies are often harmonious. Scholars
have claimed that disharmony and conflict are often attributes added by
foreign

influences

such

as

another

modernization and globalization.

ethnic

group,

another

religion,

However Gluckman’s analysis raises
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important questions about levels of conflict. He argues that men quarrel over
many things such as cattle, land, women and prestige (1960:9). Although
Gluckman describes these conflicts as tolerable, it will be argued in this thesis
that these issues are only tolerable as long as key aspects of ethnicity are not
challenged. Therefore it would seem the whole integrative model is more a
utopian, theoretical model, rather than a realistic concept capable of being
enacted.

The case of the Hmong reveals that when key cultural issues are challenged,
changed or reinvented, the resultant clash can produce scenarios that often
become intolerable and unacceptable for community leaders.

Often as a

means of trying to rectify these clashes, violent and severe dislocations occur
in communities. What must also be recognized at this point is that not all
conflict within an ethnic community has it roots in external areas. No group is
perfect, and obviously every community could be characterized as having
some internal conflict or conflicts at any one point. It is a simple oversight but
one that is commonly not looked at in studies of ethnic conflict and its causes.
However, this thesis is not focusing on these ‘typical’ internal conflicts. This
thesis aims to investigate how key changes to ethnicity can lead to
fragmentation, dislocation and ultimately the marginalization of already
marginalized communities.

Several aspects can contribute to this type of dislocation, but changes to
language, religion, or key customs are most likely to cause significant ructions
within an ethnic minority community. Barth identified, in his classic theoretical
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work, that it is at the boundaries of ethnic groups that ethnicity becomes
meaningful (Ronnquist 1999:149). Ronnquist says: “Conceptions of ethnic
and national communities are, however, as has often been pointed out,
humanly produced and as such also humanly changeable” (1999:149). It is of
course the nature of this change that is at the very core of this thesis.
Ronnquist goes on to argue that this reshaping of boundaries can produce
four stages of conflict. These include:
1. Politicization of identity.
2. Articulation of conflict objects and demands.
3. Mobilization and choice of conflict methods.
4. Resolution and negotiation (Ronnquist 1999:149-50).
Although Ronnquist applies this pattern of ethnic conflict in terms of two
different ethnic groups in conflict with one another, it would seem the same
criteria could also be easily applied to conflicts occurring within an ethnic
group.

McCaskill (1997) argues that the politicization of culture has

substantially changed the relations between ethnic communities and the
larger society.

However, it could also be argued that this politicization of

culture and identity has also substantially changed the intra-ethnic relations
between members of an ethnic community that is undergoing change.

Each of the dimensions of conflict referred to by Ronnquist is a stepping stone
or prerequisite for the next. However, without exception, it seems bridging the
divide between level three and four is without doubt the greatest hurdle to
overcome in any environment. For the Hmong, the first stage is characterized
by the ongoing attempt by Hmong and non-Hmong to define the perceived
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simple question of what it means to be Hmong. However, the answer to this
is not as simple as it may seem. For example, the conversion of Hmong to
foreign religions such as Christianity has raised doubt and inspired debate
about what actually constitutes Hmongness. Other changes such as interethnic marriage and first language attrition mean the traditional definitions of
Hmongness in homogenous Hmong communities may no longer be
appropriate or relevant. Given the current tensions the world has witnessed
regarding religious and cultural fervour, than these problems are not
surprising. Cynthia Enloe argues:
The kind of religion as part of an ethnic group’s communal package will
determine how porous the ethnic boundaries are, how capable a group
is of withstanding outside pressures to assimilate and how prone the
group will be to absorb outsiders through intermarriage or conversion.
The type of religion confessed by group actors is also a significant
factor in inter-ethnic dynamics (Enloe 1996:198).
Enloe goes on to argue that the most tense inter-ethnic relationship occurs
when two ethnic groups ascribe to different religions with their own theological
and organizational uniqueness (1996:198). Similarly, it would seem the most
tense intra-ethnic relationship occurs when two groups within an ethnicity
profess different religions.

It has long been argued that when a religion practiced by an ethnic community
is informal, that is, when the religion does not have an organized clergy, place
of worship or religious text, the followers of that religion are less fervent and
zealous in maintaining and propagating that religion. However, the case of
the Hmong demonstrates that regardless of whether the religion is formal or
informal, if it is seen as an uncompromising part of the ethnic identity, then
religion is capable of arousing all kinds of zealous behaviour. Another factor
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that can heighten conflict within an immigrant ethnic community is the desire
to retain ethnicity and cultural characteristics.

This desire becomes

increasingly important as communities become uncertain about their present
status and homesick for their old way of life (Schreiter 1991:15).

Part of this

dilemma is heightened by the fact that in modern society ethnicity becomes
less comprehensive and continuous than it is in less developed settings and
people gain the possibility of emphasizing or de-emphasizing their ethnic
affiliation (Heisler 1991:25).

If that is the case, then have the Hmong got it wrong by trying to address the
issue of Hmongness in modern settings?

It would seem the ethnicity

questions the Hmong are asking would be more likely answered in a Hmong
village in China or Laos than at an academic conference in the United States.
It will be argued that these significant ‘internal’ conflicts associated with
ethnicities and identities trying to recontextualize themselves in unfamiliar
settings greatly impacts the cohesiveness of local ethnic communities and can
influence the social, economic and even political stability of states. This thesis
will not just focus on the contradictions, changes and conflicts in Hmong
society. It is essentially about the issues of politics, society and identity in
complex communities and multi-ethnic states.

Issues of conflict within ethnic communities often arise as governments in
multi-ethnic states try to derive some level of cultural homogeneity among
different ethnic communities. It has been argued that the governments of
some states have made considerable efforts to develop a common identity

- 81 -

among the citizens and to make that identity the only politically relevant
territorial identity, in a bid to create a more cohesive state (Ronnquist
1999:147). Such a manufactured strategy can often be tainted with elements
of dogma and aggression that not only contribute to ethnic tensions between
different ethnic communities but also within ethnic communities.

As

Ronnquist recognizes:
Such an identity-building process involves the transmission of
institutions (social, cultural, economic and political) but has often
proved difficult to control, and depends, among other things, on the
cultural inclusiveness of the institutions of the state and on the
existence of competing bases of identification. One of the important
factors in this context is the connection between territoriality and
ethnicity (Ronnquist 1999:147).
There is no denying that the fabric of ethnicity can change over time as a
result of processes such as modernization and globalization. However, when
key elements of ethnicity such as religion, gender roles, language and
customs are challenged and even changed, the conflict and violence that
results within an ethnic community can be comparable to any of the interethnic conflicts raging around the world today. The Hmong are no exception.
The Hmong are currently going through some of the most drastic cultural and
religious changes in their history. Moua argues:
Some people say Christianity has scarred the Hmong forever and
others say it has saved us forever. Whether we acknowledge it or not,
conflict has arisen in the culture with the introduction and the growth of
Christianity. Tensions run and continue to build between the animists
and the Christians on practicing and viewing traditional animist
rituals….Christianity has contributed to sweeping changes in many
spheres of the Hmong culture. It has altered, compromised and
eliminated some rituals. Christianity has brought about a shift in
hierarchy and has affected the leadership, gender and age roles. Such
changes have caused disagreement and division among the Hmong.
This has resulted in tearing some families, friends and clans apart
(1995:1-2).

- 82 -

Moua’s argument cannot and should not be underestimated or downplayed.
The trends that are highlighted in this argument transcend Hmong
communities and are key elements in the growing unrest that exists in ethnic
communities around the globe. When the basic units of community and
society are being challenged then the conflict issues cannot be ignored.
Within Hmong communities the basic function of the nuclear family and the
clan structure are not only being challenged but also turned upside down
because of the addition of Christianity into Hmong communities.

Daniel Adams (1987) in his assessment of cross-cultural theology says that in
Asia, Christian missionaries have adopted four approaches aimed at reaching
ethnic groups.

He says the first approach resembles the psyche of the

Crusades in which the Christian gospel is promoted with zeal and enthusiasm
with the attitude ‘we are right and they are wrong’.

He says the second

approach adopts a comparative approach in which spirituality is placed on a
scale with tribal and animistic religion on the bottom of the scale and more
formal religions such as Christianity topping the scale. Adams’ third approach
is described as a science of religion model in which the missionary takes an
historical perspective and seeks to observe, describe and understand the
religious behaviour of a group of people, with no attempt to place religion on
any scale. The final approach he describes as absorption and involves the
establishment of a religious blend that encompasses the spirituality of the
missionaries and the ethnic communities. Adams argues that this approach
has, so far, generally been rejected by Christian missionaries in Asia (Adams
1987: 26, 27).

Adams’ work is highly critical of the traditional missionary
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model. His four-fold approach does demonstrate how ignorance on the part of
the missionary can result in serious consequences when an ethnic
community, such as the Hmong, converts to a new faith. Often in academia,
such conversion experiences are recorded as being associated with acts of
coercion on the part of the missionaries. Such critical analysis and conclusion
is often fair, because such acts have been part and parcel of missionary
activity since its inception and remain relevant today. Today, the spoils of
modernity, the promise of an education and literacy are all lures that can
entice new converts. However, to draw wild generalizations from this type of
self-indulgent peddling of the Christian gospel is to downplay and detract from
the thousands of Hmong who have had a legitimate ‘conversion experience’ to
the point they are prepared to die for their new-found faith. Although some
scholars argue this stems from indoctrination, for the Hmong it seems it
occurs from a change of consciousness.

It is a change from the old,

traditional means of identifying oneself to a new way of thinking and
identifying with the world. No amount of academic rationalization can theorize
these experiences that cause an individual to renounce past ways in an act
that could cost them their life. Any attempts to rationalize such actions show a
complete lack of understanding of the power of faith and religious belief and
the subsequent power this belief has to transform lives and even whole
communities.

Although the introduction of a new religion may not be seen by many as part
of the modernization process it will argued in this thesis that the spread of
Christianity usually works in conjunction with the modernization process and
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therefore must be considered and examined under the umbrella of
modernization. Most ethnic groups can be defined according to a number of
factors, but religion and language are the most predominant ways ethnic
boundaries are established (Ronnquist 1999:147). As Ronnquist argues:
The collective identity of a specific group of people can mean
something to them, which it might not mean to others, and groups that
by others are treated as a homogenous entity may find it rational to act
like one (Ronnquist 1999:147).
For the Hmong, what is clear is that there is a collective belief that to be
Hmong is to be animist, to worship one’s ancestors and to perform key death
rituals, such as the Hmong practice of soul-calling. At the very least there is a
need to create the creole version suggested by Adams that embraces both
the old and the new. As Hmong scholar Pao Saykao says:
One cannot die as a Hmong without the khaen (qeej), the reed pipe,
being played to instruct the soul on its journey to join the ancestors in
the world beyond. The instrument is the symbol of the Hmong
ethnicity. When a Hmong youth was asked to draw about his arrival in
Australia, he produced a picture of a kangaroo playing the khaen
against a background of the Sydney Harbour Bridge (Falk 1994).
If a Hmong person does not do this it is believed that when they die their soul
will be lost forever.

Any rejection of this belief means the person is not

considered to be truly Hmong.

The Hmong see animism and ancestral

worship and its elements as being indelibly Hmong. But is it? Could it be that
this is just a smokescreen to hide the greater issue of resisting change in
Hmong communities to protect traditional power structures that elevate
community leaders, shamans and men. The responses to this question vary
according to whom one talks in the Hmong community. However, what is clear
is that the shamans, who wield the spiritual influence and power in a Hmong
community, are often among the wealthiest people in a community,
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particularly in more traditional settings. This wealth is usually accumulated
from payments for spiritual healings that the shamans are often asked to
perform. Although these practices are less common in more modern settings
in Thailand and Australia, shamans in these countries still from time to time
receive payments for spiritual healing practices.

Hence any changes to

spiritual worship in Hmong communities, inspired by conversion to Christianity
or Buddhism, not only affects the overall position of leadership occupied by
the shaman, but also affects his financial position. This assessment of the
role of the shaman is not meant to downplay the obvious commitment of the
Hmong to their belief system but aims to recognize that often spiritual issues
are the scapegoat for more secular issues. At the very least, these issues
often work together hand-in-hand.

Such issues have produced heated

clashes between the Christian Hmong and the animist Hmong and remain one
of the greatest sources of conflict within the Hmong communities globally
today.

This type of conflict is nothing new but very little research has been done on it.
Martin Heisler argues:
In the classic view, ethnicity is largely a self concept derived from a
culturally coherent and motivated environment. In a sense people are
born into it; and the ethnic collectivities to which they belong reinforce
their boundaries by moulding individual identity. Individuals have little
or no meaningful choice as to who or what they are in ethnic terms. In
the modern world, however, most people have choices in some form or
degree. Although there is generally little or no choice among ethnic
identities, people can modulate the level of salience accorded ethnicity
in their conceptions of themselves (Heisler 1991:25).
This is important.

Modernity offers choices and although many of these

choices can lead to better standards of living through health, engineering,
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housing and infrastructure, they can also lead to negative outcomes. One of
the fruits of modernity for ethnic groups confronted with these choices is a
challenge to the validity of traditional culture and a questioning about the
viability of traditional ethnicity.

The desire of individuals in traditional

communities to choose elements of modernity that result in issues of intraethnic conflict is one of the biggest problems in Hmong communities today.
However, what must be recognized is that these choices are usually
introduced by a ‘more modern’ group. Hence, inter-ethnic relations play a
crucial role in the problems of intra-ethnic conflict.

Because of this it is

important that these types of issues are investigated at a community level
(Wijeyewardene 1990:182). As Lilley argues:
Certainly a case can be made that it is essential not to lose sight of
local level actions that shape responses to national interventions and
contribute to the final determination of events (Lilley 1990:182).
That is why this thesis has aimed at taking a grassroots approach to Hmong
ethnicity and interviewing people at a community level, rather than just
learned and educated Hmong. However, despite this community approach, it
would seem the same issues regarding intra-ethnic conflict and the Hmong
exist at all levels of society and in most ethnic communities in some form or
another around the world today.

What is Conflict?
Before any research of this nature can proceed it is important to define what is
actually meant by conflict.

This in itself is no simple task, with much

contention and ambiguity over the terms. The end of the Cold War brought
with it an end to conflict or the threat of conflict between the would-be
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combatants – the Communists and the non-Communists. However, although
the end of the Cold War brought with it some semblance of peace, it signalled
the arrival of a brand new form of global conflict – ethnic conflict (Varyrynen
1999:128). Today, rather than conflict being waged internationally between
rival states, it is now being waged between communities within states. Recent
events have revealed ethnic-related conflict could arise in any state
regardless of the size of minorities or the sorts of differences between them
and the dominant society (Heisler 1991:22). This explosive and destructive
brand of conflict has literally exploded on to the world scene, contrary to the
view of scholars who predicted a period of peace in the post-Cold War era.
This development has forced scholars to reassess issues of world conflict,
with the overriding outcome being that much more research needs to be done
to investigate why the world has been enveloped in so many ethnic-related
conflict issues.

What is clear is that despite increasing interest in ethnicity and its issues,
including conflict, much more needs to be done to analyze this incredibly
complex field of study. Between 1985 and 1996, two thirds of violent conflicts
around the world had a dominant or influential ethnic character (Scherrer
1999:53). Scherrer says that practically all wars today are intra-state wars
(Scherrer 1999:53). Although issues of intra-ethnic conflict are unlikely to spill
over into full scale global war, they have the potential to create instability and
develop a war-like environment.

Wiberg argues conflict sometimes refers

primarily to certain kinds of negative behaviour between parties in general, or
military violence. However, he says that at other times it refers primarily to
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contradictions or incompatibilities between the goals, needs or ambitions of
two or more parties (1999:1). Obviously when two different cultural groups
come in contact with each other there are bound to be issues of conflict, but it
will be conceded in this thesis that not all conflict is harmful. This thesis aims
to not only look at the negative impacts of conflict but also the positive. It
aims to take a holistic approach by looking at all levels of conflict from the
mere subtle contradictions referred to by Wiberg, to the more obvious violent
confrontations that are most notably recorded and even sensationalized by
the media.

It is also important to recognize that the issue of ethnicity, with reference to
conflict situations, can often be a scapegoat or a smokescreen to hide the real
issues. It would seem the rights of people belonging to minorities differ from
the rights of people to self-determination. However, often national
governments fail to recognize the difference between the individual rights
associated with the former compared with the collective rights that are
obviously linked to issues of self-determination. Failure to acknowledge such
differences causes conflict and it is this source that can ultimately spread like
an infection within an ethnic community and cause intra-ethnic conflict.
Scherrer in his comprehensive work on ethnicity and mass violence highlights
seven main types of ethnic conflict including:

political and ideological

conflicts;

conflicts;

ethno-nationalist

conflicts;

interstate

decolonization

conflicts; inter-ethnic conflicts; gang wars; and genocide (Scherrer 1999:63).
He argues that today the term ethnic conflict has broad acceptance despite
generally being avoided in the past because of the perception the term related
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to backwardness and primitive living (1999:63). It would seem the intra-ethnic
conflict that has emerged within Hmong society is political and ideological in
nature.

Even though the term conflict may today have more mainstream acceptance,
the investigation into issues of ethnic conflict still seem broad, generalized and
even stereotyped.

While there have undoubtedly been advances in inter-

ethnic conflict research, specific research aimed at the conflict perpetrated
within an ethnic community is still a relatively untapped but nevertheless a
crucial field of study. However, this phenomenon is not limited to inter-ethnic
relations. Similarly, ethnic community leaders can fall into the same trap of
failing to recognize the difference between individual rights and collective
rights.

This problem can occur when an individual is trying to negotiate

acceptance within the collective community for perhaps embracing cultural
elements that are considered non-traditional, but more importantly, are
threatening to the future standing of the ethnic group. The problems that can
result during this process of change and negotiation as an individual seeks to
pursue a new religion, language or custom can be the source of tremendous
tension and intra-ethnic conflict. What must also be recognized is that just
because two or more ethnic groups live in the same political area does not
mean or signify the presence of ethnic conflict (Esman 1991:54). Ultimately
this intra-ethnic conflict or ‘conflict within’ can result in conflict spreading
beyond the boundaries of the ethnic group and lead to further inter-ethnic
conflict instigated by the minority rather than the dominant group.
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Essentially this thesis will argue that conflicts between ethnic groups can be
self-perpetuating, with a ‘tit-for-tat’ pattern of conflict emerging.

The best

insight into these issues is expressed in the 1992 United Nations Declaration
into Ethnic, Religious and Linguistic Minorities. It says:
Experience has shown that in societies where different national, ethnic,
religious or linguistic groups coexist, the culture, history and tradition of
minority groups have often been neglected and the majorities
frequently ignorant of these traditions and cultures. Where there has
been conflict, the minority group’s culture, history and traditions have
often been subject to distorted representation, resulting in low selfesteem within the groups and negative stereotypes towards members
of the group on the part of the wider community. Racial hatred,
xenophobia and intolerance exist (1992).
It is important that the same United Nations document goes on to say that
minorities which have only limited numbers compared to the majority may be
subjected to exclusion, marginalization and neglect, and that in worst case
scenarios their land may be taken over by powerful sectors of the society
(Eide 1992:14).

Although the United Nations study provides an excellent

picture of minority groups experiencing inter-ethnic conflict it does not take the
next step of discussing the impact of internal intra-ethnic conflict. Vayrynen
argues: “There is still surprisingly little literature on ethnicity, ethnic relations
and ethnic conflict in the field of peace and conflict studies (1999:127). That
is what makes this research project so important. It is clear that issues such
as religion, language and the notion of a shared history are often important
factors that can contribute to issues of conflict.

If there is widespread

acceptance of these there is no problem, however, if the consensus changes
due to adoption of new religion, customs and language, then obvious conflicts
are bound to occur.
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Conclusion
Just as ethnicity is complex, the issue of conflict is equally complex. So when
the two issues are combined the result is a highly complicated environment for
any researcher. The reality for anyone examining this contentious area of
scholarship is that the two issues of ethnicity and conflict are intertwined.
Although the sources of conflict among ethnic groups vary, it could be
concluded that given the rapid exposure to modernization that many ethnic
groups such as the Hmong have faced, these two issues are now more topical
and important than ever. Because of the instrumental nature of ethnicity there
are always bound to be issues of conflict emerging within ethnic communities.
The aftermath of inter-ethnic conflict sparked by modernization and
globalization is the often silent phenomenon of intra-ethnic conflict that can be
as brutal as a full scale war in terms of its consequences. Intra-ethnic conflict
can emerge as a guerrilla-type war within an ethnic community that usually
occurs while those who are not members of the ethnic community live
alongside it and often remain oblivious to it.

It is a conflict that further

marginalizes those already marginalized and forces ethnic communities to
question their ethnicity and to redetermine and redefine what constitutes
ethnic membership, and even to question whether that membership can be
renounced.

The research conducted in this thesis among the Hmong in

Australia and Thailand has revealed that ethnic membership is something a
member of a Hmong community cannot take for granted, and that ethnic
membership among the Hmong is not static or permanent, nor is it a birthright.
The changes that have taken place in these communities in the past 30 years
confirm the complexity of ethnicity, while at the same time highlighting the
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fragility of the world’s ethnic groups as they become further exposed to
modernization and globalization. This demonstrates the complicated interplay
between global and local ethnic relationships and the connection between the
impacts of inter-ethnic conflict on intra-ethnic conflict. It is a phenomenon that
produces more questions than answers.
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CHAPTER 3
THE HMONG IN PERSPECTIVE

Introduction
The process of defining an ethnic community is complex. This thesis has
already recognized the difficulty of that process within the global Hmong
diaspora. The Hmong provide a classic example of an evolving global ethnic
community. The Hmong in the United States and Australia are now vastly
different from the Hmong in Laos. This variety within an ethnicity has the
potential to challenge not only the way in which an ethnic group perceives
itself but also the way in which that group is perceived by outsiders. This
chapter will look at these issues within the Hmong community in Australia and
Thailand. The chapter will look at the issues that cause differences within an
ethnicity and will then seek to explain how these differences can create
problems, intra-ethnic conflict and marginalization within already marginalized
ethnic communities.

Defining Ethnic Groups
Ethnic groups are usually defined according to distinctive features that
separate them from other groups. Yinger claims:
An ethnic group is a segment of a larger society whose members are
thought, by themselves and others, to have a common origin and to
share important segments of a common culture, and who, in addition,
participate in shared activities in which the common origin and culture
are significant ingredients (Hein 1998:1).
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However, Hein, in his study of the Hmong, highlights that a paradox occurs
when ethnicity is examined at the macro level in contrast to the micro level.
He says:
At the macro level an ethnic group is defined by a collection of
behaviors and beliefs that distinguish it from other ethnic groups. At
the micro level the cultural repertoire offers individuals pre-fabricated
practices to express their identity. Yet the question remains why do
some individuals draw upon their ethnic group’s cultural repertoire
more than others? (Hein 1998:1)
Hein’s focus highlights some important points about culture and ethnicity that
are highly pertinent to the Hmong and to this thesis. The first is that he
recognizes that at the micro level ‘cultural repertoire’ can provide an ethnic
community with a series of ‘prefabricated practices’ that are used to not only
express their identity but also act as criteria to determine membership of an
ethnicity. It is ultimately these practices that are used by members of an
ethnic community to determine ethnicity. His argument infers that there is an
insider view (micro) of ethnicity and an outsider view (macro) and that the two
may not necessarily be compatible. Hein’s statement also suggests that in
the case of the Hmong there are levels of Hmongness with some members of
the Hmong community seemingly embracing the cultural repertoire more than
others. This is interesting because it means that if the level of assimilation or
cultural recontextualization experienced by a Hmong community member is
deemed too radical it could ultimately result in them being considered less
Hmong.

Therefore, Hein’s argument takes the approach that in Hmong

communities there is not only the perception, but the belief, that some Hmong
community members are more Hmong than others. This is an important point
because it relates directly to the hypotheses being argued in this thesis. It is
not only the first step in explaining how the issue of intra-ethnic conflict
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emerges and manifests itself, but also how marginalization can occur within
an ethnic community. Hein’s view was supported in several interviews
conducted during the fieldwork in Hmong communities during the course of
this research. In interviews with Hmong who had become Christian, married a
non-Hmong partner or who had lost the ability to speak Hmong fluently, there
was the widely-held belief by them and others in the Hmong communities
around them that they were either no longer truly Hmong or had lost some of
their Hmongness.

They acknowledged themselves that some of their

Hmongness had been stripped away as a result of the choices they had made
or their attempts to recontextualize their ethnicity in the face of inter-ethnic
relations, modernization and globalization.

This point raised by Hein is crucial because it at least goes some way to
explaining how someone in a Hmong community may be stripped of their
ethnicity. Similarly, it is also these ‘prefabricated practices’ that are generally
used by outsiders to determine how and if an ethnic community has
assimilated into a larger community. Interestingly, it is often at the micro level
that the dual phenomena of modernization and globalization begin their work
within an ethnic community. Hence an understanding of the finer aspects of
micro culture is crucial if the bolder macro elements of an ethnic community’s
culture are to be fully understood. The notion of ‘prefabricated practices’ has
become central to the debate among Hmong around the world as they seek to
identify what practices make them distinct. It is interesting that Hein uses the
term ‘prefabricated’ which in itself suggests primordialism.

Although it is

difficult to know exactly what he means it would seem the ‘prefabricated
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practices’ performed as part of the cultural repertoire of an ethnic community
are not necessarily indicators of ethnic fervency.

For example, if these

practices are performed by rote and habit, rather than with an understanding
of the meaning behind them, then the practices become meaningless and the
culture is lost despite the persistence of the practice.

These issues are

among the most prominent in Hmong society in Australia and Thailand today.
Many Hmong in Australia and Thailand continue with an event or ritual even
though they acknowledge they may not be performing it as it was traditionally
done. They admit that in doing so, they are left feeling hollow, empty and
disappointed. In many respects it is like the persistence of the Christmas
tradition in Australia; even though many who partake in the festivities,
celebrations and traditions are not Christian.

In essence, the practice

continues, but the true meaning is lost.

As Hein’s question highlights, it is difficult to know what causes one ethnic
member to embrace micro culture more than another. Similarly, it is difficult to
know what causes one ethnic member to embrace modernization and
globalization and the fruits of these phenomena more so than other ethnic
members. However, the ramifications of changes to these micro and macro
traits in an ethnic community can incite fundamentalism and a zealous
response by those considered more ethnically pure, or in the case of this
thesis ‘more Hmong’. This differentiation between levels of ethnic purity or
wholeness is akin to any religious fundamentalism evidenced in the world
today.
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What is also clear, in the case of the Hmong, is that often the macro and
micro traits are extremely closely connected. Hence, slight changes to micro
culture can have enormous impacts on the macro culture.

Therefore this

creates a scenario in Hmong society where ethnic identity becomes very cut
and dried, in that the community members who do not measure up to certain
beliefs are considered ‘less Hmong’ and, in extreme cases, even stripped of
their ethnicity. This can ultimately result in them being denied their right to live
in a village and their right to partake in clan and community based activities.
This process is not determined by the individual, as is typically the case in
modern society, but rather by a collective. These issues are often addressed
by the leaders of a Hmong community or clan and are implemented through
associated kinship and religious structures. Although it is difficult to determine
what the measuring stick is for Hmong ethnicity it could be best considered a
‘consciousness’ that incorporates many factors.

Dr Gary Lee (1996) supports this notion, arguing that to be Hmong is related
to birth, look, descent, given names, adherence to certain religious beliefs,
identification, relations with others and above all else the need for a person to
possess the collective Hmong consciousness. Pao Saykao (2002) takes this
even further. He argues that to be Hmong a person must:
1. Be able to speak Hmong;
2. And live as a Hmong encompassing all aspects of Hmoob kev sib hlub,
or care, respect and relationship within the Hmong community.
These are the broad headings under which the macro and micro traits of
Hmong culture and ethnicity are grouped. Pao says that the most important
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prerequisite for anyone being Hmong is the ability to speak Hmong (2002).
Pao is not alone in expressing this opinion.

All Hmong I interviewed in

Australia and Thailand believed that retention and use of the Hmong language
was crucial for maintaining the ethnic fabric of the Hmong. The interviewees
propagated this opinion even though many Hmong were seeking to acquire
other languages. North Queensland Hmong pastor Toua Her said teaching
Hmong to the next generation of Hmong in Australia was crucial. He said:
We have learnt the hard way in Australia. The next generation of
Hmong do not know how to speak Hmong properly and they do not
know how to speak English properly. They are young people without
an identity. They can’t identify with our culture and they can’t identify
with the Australian culture. They are caught in the middle and it is
affecting them and the whole Hmong community (Personal
Communication, Cairns March 2004).
Pastor Toua said the Australian Hmong community had now realized the only
hope of preserving Hmongness in Australia was to promote Hmong language
acquisition. He said that the consequences of Hmong language attrition were
so detrimental to the ethnicity of the Hmong that a Hmong language school
was now being set up in Innisfail, North Queensland in a bid to give the next
generation of Hmong in Australia a greater understanding of their ethnicity.

Pao says the Hmong language is expressive of the Hmong view of the world.
He argues:
For the Hmong, when we really think about it, our language is the most
accurate representation of our world, our history and of whom we are
as we experienced it. When I asked my mother when I was born she
replied ‘When the corns were at knee height’ (2002).
The Hmong leaders in North Queensland said that the Hmong language was
highly pragmatic with ritualistic, religious, relationship, conversation and social
structure reflected in the way people speak to each other. Pastor Toua said:
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When you lose the Hmong language you lose the Hmong. So many
aspects of our life and culture are encompassed in our language. That
is why it is important for all children to speak Hmong whether they live
in Thailand, China, Argentina, America or Australia (Personal
Communication, November 2002).
Catherine Falk (1994) claims that the Hmong language contains ‘codes’ that
have disguised meanings that can be identified only by those who speak
Hmong. Pao also argues that the Hmong even possess a secret spiritual
language to guide family spirits. He says:
So language, being the index of that person’s mind, in an inherently
social process – it is the whole fabric of being Hmong, linked with
culture and the way we are internally and externally. So, I must say
that without the Hmong language, there would be difficulty in
developing a Hmong mind or Hmongness. Furthermore, it would be
extremely difficult to maintain the existence of a group of people known
as Hmong (Pao 2002).
This argument by Pao reinforces Hein’s notion that in Hmong society there
are indeed levels or degrees of Hmongness and that certain characteristics
need to be present in a person’s life if they are to be considered ‘truly Hmong’.
These issues will be discussed further in Chapter 4, but highlight the
importance of language and primordial attachments of identity and ethnicity to
the Hmong.

Pao’s second criterion for being Hmong encompasses the broad category of
living as a Hmong under the auspices of care, respect and relationship. This
category he divides into five separate sub-categories including:
1. The need to care for living members of our families and relatives.
2. The need to care and look after dead family members.
3. The need to care for family members who are yet to be born. This
includes maintaining the reputation of the family so that the next
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generation will not suffer a negative legacy from family members who
have gone before them.
4. The need to respect (kev sib zeem). This is an integral part of the
family structure and includes learning from elders and emulating their
good traits and always trying to surpass them.
5. The need to maintain the clan system (Hmoob lub Xeem) and the
global network of Hmong communication.

This is considered

necessary for the health of individuals but also for the well-being of
clans and the whole community (2002).
These aspects will also be discussed further in Chapter 4 and in the case
studies in Part 2 of the thesis, but their importance is probably best summed
up by Pao who says:
Today, I am convinced beyond doubt that the only thing that has held
the Hmong together over the centuries is our clan system. I also
believe that the future of the Hmong will be decided on how well we
accept, practice and maintain our clan system (2002).
However, the reality is that although in traditional environments these
characteristics are still adhered to, as a consequence of modernization, the
importance and application of these practices is breaking down. For example,
in interviews with Hmong in Australia, most said that the families that upheld
these values were now clearly in the minority. Most Hmong said that they
considered that these traits, in their ‘pure’ form, had already been lost forever.
Similarly, in Thailand, although aspects of clan maintenance and respect were
still clearly evident, there was a growing fear that modernization and
secularism were replacing the importance of the family in the lives of the new
generation of Hmong. This was particularly the case with Hmong who had left
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traditional village settings and were either living in cities or seeking higher
forms of education.

In this thesis it will be argued that modernization and the willingness of some
community members to embrace modernization and its manifestations at the
expense of the clan system has greatly contributed to the rise of intra-ethnic
conflict in Hmong communities. The decision of Hmong community members
to put their trust in a globalizing world at the expense of Hmong culture,
including the Hmong language and social relations, is significant in causing
these cultural clashes. It would therefore seem that the conflicts that emerge
as a result of this stem largely from Hmong switching their loyalties from the
local, ethnic community to a global community. Simply, it would seem that
influences outside a community that introduce new culture, particularly at the
micro level, often create an environment that is fertile for intra-ethnic conflict.
It is often these factors that are also significant in impacting the cultural
repertoire of that community. Hmong writer Bee Cha highlights:
The truth is, how we live in China, Laos and Thailand cannot explain
what we feel or justify who we are today…We must redefine Hmong in
the context of contemporary issues. Since we have been known
historically as nomads, it would seem appropriate that who we are is
determined by the places and events that we experience along the way
(2002:26).
In this thesis Bee Cha’s viewpoint will be developed by arguing that the denial
or ignorance of cultural repertoire is the fruit of intra-ethnic conflict that is
manifested through the grand processes of modernization and globalization.
Although it is important for the Hmong to remember their roots, it is also
necessary that they recontextualize their ethnicity in order to merely survive in
the modern world. It is a sad reality but a pattern of Hmong ethnicity that has
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occurred throughout the centuries.

McCaskill (1997) argues that the

existence of modernization, in one sense entails the passing of traditional
societies into global processes of cultural homogenization, inclining toward the
West. It therefore seems that these processes not only impact on ethnic
groups micro traits, but also the macro traits with key cultural elements such
as language and religious beliefs often threatened as a direct result of these
changes to the culture at the micro level. Hence, in terms of the Hmong, there
are those who can be placed on all levels of the cultural continuum. There are
those who live traditionally upholding all key cultural indicators such as
speaking the language, worshipping ancestors and living a life that
encompasses care, respect and relationship, to those who are Christian and
no longer speak Hmong. This variation within Hmong communities is one
reason for the recent upsurge of scholarship in Hmong issues.

Pao Saykao

(1997, 2002), Gary Lee (1986, 1996, 2004), Nichaolas Tapp (1989, 2001,
2004), Vayong Moua (1995), Mai Na Lee (1998) and Sucheng Chan (1994)
have all conducted research examining the consequences of these variations
within Hmong communities globally.

Therefore in a culture with such vast differences and perspectives it is natural
to expect that there will be conflict. And of course not all conflict is bad, for it
would be simplistic and unrealistic to expect any community to live in a
cultural utopia. However, when the conflict challenges the very ethnic right of
a community member to belong to an ethnic community, then that is a serious
issue in need of greater examination. It is this scenario that is facing the
Hmong around the globe today.
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Addressing the Ethnic Metamorphosis
In a bid to build closer relations between Hmong communities in conflict,
Hmong from around the world meet annually in a bid to strengthen unity and
to hold think tanks as a means of upholding, maintaining and preserving their
culture. These annual forums and dialogues, which are conducted formally
and informally through conferences or even via the Internet, give the Hmong
the chance to discuss, debate and express their views of Hmongness. In
Australia, two organizations have been established to facilitate meetings
relating to the future of the Hmong in Australia, while at the same time trying
to preserve Hmong ethnicity. In 1978, the first of these organizations was
established in Melbourne.

The Hmong-Australia Society exists in all the

states of Australia where the Hmong live and although its function of
preserving culture has switched to a more administrative role in recent times,
it still aims to unify the Hmong and serve as an organ capable of meeting the
cultural needs of the Hmong in Australia (Lee 2004:20). In addition to the
Hmong-Australia Society, a Hmong Federation Council also exists which
performs a similar administrative function. Interestingly, similar organizations
have now formed in Thailand performing a similar function of preserving
culture in the midst of cultural change. In Chiang Mai, in northern Thailand,
the Hmong Association for Development in Thailand (HAFDIT) or Koom hau
tsim, kho Hmoob tebchaws Thaib was launched eight years ago as an
artificial and non-traditional organ to facilitate integration into Thai society.

- 105 -

Although these groups and the dialogues they promote are no doubt valuable
in comparing and sharing trends within the Hmong communities around the
world, it seems achieving a consensus on the issues of Hmongness
discussed through these meetings is often very difficult to achieve.

This

demonstrates that ethnicity is exceedingly complex not only for outsiders
looking in but also for insiders looking out. However, through the work of
Hmong academics and community leaders, some aspects of Hmongness are
being promoted and embraced as traits that are compulsory for declaring
oneself as Hmong. Unfortunately some of these so-called Hmong traits are
not shared by all Hmong people – thus questions are raised about the
legitimacy of those people in calling themselves Hmong.

This process of

ethnic classification has in Australia led to the marginalization of people within
an already marginalized community and has resulted in further polarization
and division. Similarly in Thailand, concern has been expressed that some
Hmong are too willing to surrender elements of their culture. For example
there is an increasing trend for the Hmong to surrender their names and adopt
Thai

names

discrimination.

as

a

means

of

protecting

themselves

from

possible

Adopting Thai names is also a prerequisite for attending

school, with Hmong students required to choose a Thai name that can be
easily spelt by teachers. This will be discussed later in Chapter 4 but Prasit
Leepreecha in his PhD on Hmong kinship in Thailand argues that this process
of the Hmong adopting Thai names is a process aimed at assimilating ethnic
communities and creating a homogenous Thai identity (2001:102).

He says

although the name change does not change the heart of the person, it has the
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potential to reduce the next generations respect for their culture and their
ethnicity. He says:
Often hilltribe students don’t want the Thai students to know they are
hilltribe because they are ashamed of their ethnicity. They study Thai
and want to learn it well because they know they might be
discriminated against if they don’t (Personal Communication, Chiang
Mai November 2003).
It is important to recognize that these issues are modern in nature and are
symptomatic of an ethnic community trying to forge a place in a larger society
that often displays a dominant and different culture and ethnicity.

Understanding the Hmong Identity Crisis
This identity crisis the Hmong is facing is nothing new and is symptomatic of a
group of people with unknown origins. Mai Na Lee says:
In fact the construction of Hmong people is largely based upon
speculative myths and traditional stereotypes of politically dominant
groups. Consequently analysis of the Hmong history which stretches
4500 years into the past goes little beyond regurgitated opinions.
Today, the Hmong are as elusive and misrepresented as ever. The
Hmong are not blameless in the processes which have contributed to
the misunderstanding of themselves (Lee 1998).
Lee’s comments are highly relevant. In interviews I conducted with Hmong in
Australia, Thailand and China it became clear that the Hmong saw me as an
historian of their culture.

In North Queensland one man said:

“It is so

important you tell us what our culture is and record it because we don’t know.
We need more people like you to tell us about our history” (Personal
Communication, Cairns November 2002). This phenomenon has resulted in
Moua declaring the Hmong the ‘undocumented people’. Moua says:
I hear Chinese Americans, Japanese Americans, Filipino Americans,
Indian Americans, Indonesian Americans, Indonesian Americans,
Taiwanese Americans and Vietnamese Americans speaking.
Everyone is speaking about themselves – except the Hmong. Where

- 107 -

are our voices?....It seems that when we did not know how to tell our
own stories in written English, others told them for us (Moua 1995).
This clearly demonstrates the vulnerability of the Hmong in terms of
discerning what is, and what is not, their culture and demonstrates how
misunderstandings about themselves and their history can occur based on the
misinterpretations of anthropological researchers. As Moua recognizes:
It is essential for the Hmong and other communities of color to express
themselves – to write our stories in our own voices and to create our
own self images of ourselves. When we do not, others write stories for
us, and we are in danger of accepting the images others have painted
of us (1995).
Mai Lee (1998) argues that this problem of a perceived history rather than an
accurate history has resulted in the Hmong being widely recognized as a
warrior-like ethnic community – when the historical indicators promoting this
are based predominantly on myth, legend and political opportunism. She
argues:
The Miao (in China) were a people who could be expected to rebel
gratuitously no matter how well governed the empire might be….The
Hmong gradually migrated southward and came in contact with French
colonialists who propagated the stereotype of the warlike Hmong to the
West….Today the stereotype is kept alive by scholars who continue to
disregard a well known fact that the Chinese use the word miao as a
generic term for southern barbarians, of which the Hmong are a subgroup (Mai Lee 1998).
Mai goes on to argue that this stigma affected the direction and narrative of
the Hmong history and that this myth ultimately resulted in the Hmong being
sought out by the United States to serve as ground troops in Laos following
the communist insurgency in Indochina in the 1970s. Schein argues:
All attributions of peaceful warm-heartedness have done little to
counterbalance one of the characterizations most frequently attached
to the Miao – that of their intrinsically rebellious and warlike nature
(Schein 2000:58).
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This stereotype is widely promoted despite a documented history of the
Hmong which has characterized them as everything from ‘passionate’, ‘easily
offended’, ‘suspicious’, ‘revengeful’, ‘brave’, ‘indifferent to hunger and cold’,
‘friendly and hospitable’, ‘warlike’, ‘frank’, ‘lawless’, ‘primitive’, ‘open-hearted’,
‘opposed to trading and city life’ (Schein 2000:58).

So are the Hmong all of these things?

The answer is not an easy one.

However, what these descriptions indicate is that often generalizations are
made about an ethnic community’s perceived ‘national or ethnic character’,
when the reality is that these characteristics are often variable, based on the
circumstances, places, conditions and the environment in which a community
is living. In essence, national or ethnic characters and characteristics are
often associated with an ideal of primordialism rather than the notion that
ethnicity is a socially-constructed phenomenon.

Although there are some

clearly tangible characteristics such as language and ancestry that can be
used to determine ethnicity, the case of the Hmong demonstrates that identity
issues are much more complex than this.

Given this fact, it is perhaps also important to expand on Mai’s assessment
that the construction of Hmong identity is determined more often than not on
the political expediency of certain members of the Hmong community, or the
misunderstanding of anthropological researchers and scholars who have
attempted to unravel the history of the Hmong. This political expediency or
inaccurate researching in marshalling the Hmong to adopt or claim certain
attributes or personas has taken on an important role since the mass
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migration of Hmong refugees to the West in the aftermath of the Vietnam War.
Today it is still the call of these dominant political groups which have influence
over sections of the Hmong community in China, Thailand, Laos and even in
other western countries. Everything from defining the term Hmong to calls for
military insurgency and the creation of a Hmong sovereign state, to human
rights, to the way the word Hmong should be spelt, to cultural markers are
discussed by these important and influential political and lobby groups. It
must be pointed out that not all agendas promoted by these groups are
embraced by the community but, as Mai highlights, the Hmong culture
portrayed by groups such as these is often more associated with the
imaginary, or the agenda of the group, rather than being based on accurate
historical recordings and scholarship.

That this type of movement exists

within the Hmong community highlights how vulnerable the Hmong are to
myth and whim, even though some of it may have been produced by people
with respectable credentials.

The Hmong in Context
Amid the complexities associated with the Hmong and their place in the world,
it is largely accepted that they have an extensive history, much of which
relates to China. The Hmong are an ethnic minority of China, Vietnam, Laos,
Thailand and today also live in the United States, Australia, Canada, Guyana,
Argentina and France. The Hmong are originally from China, however, much
of their history is contradictory given differences in oral traditions. Like many
ethnic minorities in southern and south-west China, such as the Dong, there is
contention over their origins. Some claim the Hmong originally came from
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southern China. Others argue they are Russian in origin from Siberia, some
contend they have Arctic ties to the Eskimo people, others say they originated
from the Middle East near Iran, while some say they are Mongolian (Lee
1996). Quincy, for example, argues that because some Hmong have blue
eyes and blonde hair, these are obvious links to a Caucasian heritage (Schein
2000:35). Such long-bowed theories often provide interesting discussion but
have also been highly influential in adding confusion to those who have
sought answers to where the Hmong are from.

There are other theories

contending that the Hmong may even have Japanese origins, while various
viewpoints exist as to whether they came from the north, east, west, southern
or central parts of China. However, it is important that this search for origin is
placed in context. These questions of ‘where’ have become important not
only as a matter of factual historical importance, but they are also being used
as a unifying and mobilizing factor for the Hmong today. For it is obvious in
discussions with Hmong, that these questions of origin are even more
important for the Hmong than they are for ethnographers.

As the Hmong have sought to define and redefine themselves in new contexts
and cultures, their desire to draw from the past has become an important part
of maintaining and preserving their culture today.

However, given the

confusion over so many aspects of Hmong history, identifying inherited
cultural traits from this long gone era has created disillusionment, but also a
fertile ground for opportunists to use this uncertainty about the past as a
means of reshaping the future. Schein recognizes:
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Most of the attempts to flesh out ‘Who are the Miao?’ are highly
politicized. And it is common that these attempts begin with the
genealogical question, ‘Where did they come from?’ (2000:35).
Schein points out that many Hmong in the United States are now either asking
whether Hmong or Mongolian are in fact the same, while others go so far as
to assert that their ancestors in fact originated from Mongolia (2000:47).
Although these questions of origin are important, it is crucial to highlight that
despite the theories there is simply no definitive answer. It is claimed:
Many people have many ideas about where Hmong came from, yet no
one really knows where. The Hmong must have originated from
somewhere, but we ought to know that they lived in China the longest
(Taichiming 1994).
In interviews with Hmong in Australia, China and Thailand, there was an
overwhelming acceptance that the history of the origins of the Hmong was
lost. Schein says that this lost history can be attributed to the Hmong’s oral
tradition. She says:
Since the Miao, in the absence of their own writing system, did not
keep historical records themselves, the quest for beginnings, which
spans several millennia, relies on legend and Chinese documentary
evidence. Reconstructions have hinged on the appearance of the term
Miao in a variety of records to lend continuity to the history of the ethnic
group (2000:37).
This uncertainty over whether the term Miao relates to the Hmong directly or
to other groups of non-Chinese has made it virtually impossible to determine
the origins of the Hmong. Perhaps in compromise or faithful acceptance, the
Hmong I interviewed, accepted that their ancestors originally lived in the north
of China and at various times throughout history were forced into the southern
mountainous regions of China to escape the Han aggressors. This analysis is
not aimed at dismissing or flippantly ignoring the theories of those who have
attempted to analyze the origins of the Hmong, but asserts that today no one
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can definitively conclude one way or the other where the Hmong have come
from. In spite of this uncertainty over origin, there are aspects of Hmong
history that are widely and generally accepted by most scholars.

The first is that the Hmong have a long history of interaction and aggression
with the Chinese. They are generally recorded as a group of people who had
ongoing battles with the Chinese over a period of more than 4000 years
between 3,000BC and the 16th Century. In recent times there has been an
increasing awareness within Hmong communities of this history and more
importantly, historical and heroic Miao figures, who have been immortalized
as Hmong. Lee argues that this has been particularly important to the Hmong
in the West because it has given them hope for deliverance from their
mundane living conditions, and for those living under oppressive regimes it
has been a source of escapism (1996). Of these historical heroes, there is
none more important than Miao Emperor Chiyou who fought the Chinese
Emperors Huangdi and Yandi. Emperor Chiyou has become such a rallying
point for the Hmong, there are claims that he had supernatural powers and
God-like qualities that could provoke wind and fog as a means of confusing
his enemies during battle (Xiong 2001).

He was also considered to be

invulnerable except for his armpit. Lee says:
After numerous attempts on his life, the Chinese could not eliminate
him so they sent him a beautiful Chinese princess as tribute. She
eventually fulfilled her mission of discovering his weak spot, and thus
succeeded in killing him (Lee 1995).
Pao in his paper The Roots and Fruits – Hmong Identity in the Future qualifies
this history succinctly with the phrase: “If we assume that those people were
the ancestors of the Hmong today” (2002). This phrase is crucial because it
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clearly states that in order for anyone to attribute any of this ancient Miao
history to the Hmong, then it must be done on the assumption that the Hmong
are in fact the direct descendants of these Miao warriors.

It is a risky

assumption but one which most Hmong seem willing to make despite the
uncertainty over their origins.

Other legends about Emperor Chiyou suggest that he was only half human
and that he ate sand for food (Xiong 2001). About 1,000 years after the
collapse of Emperor Chiyou’s kingdom another powerful Miao kingdom
emerged under the leadership of Taotie. This kingdom existed for about 500
years and was attacked by three Chinese emperors.

It is believed this

Kingdom was defeated by the Xia Dynasty (Xiong 2001). Schein says the
inclination of modern day Hmong to associate themselves with Miao kingdoms
such as the San Miao, give modern day Hmong a sense of ethnic pride which
is ultimately channeled into a need to preserve their ethnicity. She argues:
Identity with the San Miao of old imparts a legendary stature to the
present-day Miao, positioning them as important players during the
formative period of the Han people. This identification also bestows the
dignity of great antiquity and a firm standing in the documentary record
(2000:38).
This analysis is undeniably accurate given the fact there is conjecture whether
the San Miao are in fact the biological ancestors of the current day
Hmong/Miao (Schein 2000:39). But there is a mystical element associated
with both the Kingdom of Emperor Chiyou and Taotie that needs highlighting.
For example, like Emperor Chiyou before him, Taotie, the leader of this San
Miao Kingdom, was touted as having several mystical features, namely
relating to his physical make up. He was recorded as having the face of a
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human, attached to the body of a tiger, covered with the hair of a dog which
was some 60 centimetres long. It is claimed he also had the feet of a tiger
and the mouth and teeth of a pig – with a tail about six metres long (Xiong
2001). It has been claimed by others that he was a kung fu and martial arts
expert and he had mystical weaponry such as flying swords. Although this
mystical description of Taotie seems hardly human, it is highly believable to
those living in modern Hmong society, given the mystical events many of
them have personally witnessed during their religious ceremonies.

In

interviews with the Hmong in many countries, almost all of those I interviewed
claimed they had in their lifetime witnessed powerful signs of shamanic power
during religious ceremonies that had at times been manifested in ways as
mystical as the descriptions of Emperor Chiyou and Emperor Taotie. Some of
the Hmong I interviewed in Thailand and Australia claimed that they had seen
shamans transfigure before their eyes and become snakes, dogs or other
jungle creatures. Others claimed that while they were living in the jungle in
Laos they were attacked by a mythical creature that had human and monkey
characteristics.

Some claimed that their families had been cursed by

shamans and that as a consequence many family members had died. These
interviews are mentioned here because they emphasize that although the
descriptions of the mystical Hmong leaders may seem far-fetched to ‘Western’
minds, to the Hmong they are familiar depictions that almost every clan can
relate to, understand, comprehend and most importantly believe and accept.
It is important to recognize that this is not a historical mythology, but they
believe this history to be very real.
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This element of mysticism within the religion and beliefs of the Hmong is
important and is alive today in the domain and practices of the shaman.
Although recalling these tales of war and battle may be important for the
Hmong in terms of understanding where they have come from, they are also
important because they demonstrate that power and leadership in Hmong
history and society is almost always associated with mysticism and religious
and supernatural practice.

Because some shamans obtain their powers

through a hereditary lineage, many Hmong see their local community shaman
as a direct link to this glorious Hmong history. This fact is crucial because it
highlights why mysticism and religion are so important to the Hmong today. It
also helps explain why there is often vehement opposition when these
aspects of Hmong culture are under threat. Lee supports this by arguing:
The attribution of supernatural power to their leaders by some Hmong
may result from a belief in magic and a common expectation that
everyone with true leadership abilities should also have super-human
qualities. To possess magical abilities also adds an extra dimension to
a leader who can thus claim a direct link with a similar Hmong ‘king’ or
huab tais (huangti) in the past, thus drawing a large number of
supporters (Lee 1996).
Lee argues that these beliefs have provided the foundation for Hmong
resistance in countries where they have been oppressed and challenged.
However, this resistance could also be applied to situations where traditional
Hmong culture is under threat from forces such as modernization,
globalization and inter-ethnic conflict.

Focus on and reference to these supernatural events that occurred thousands
of years ago continue to serve as a mobilizing factor for the Hmong around
the world today. For example these tactics of claiming supernatural protection
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are still inspiring the Hmong resistance against the Pathet Lao Communist
Government of Laos today. In these ongoing battles that have raged for more
than 25 years, many Hmong believe that they have God’s protection and that
they will be immune and protected from enemy fire (Lee 1996).

This

continues to be a rallying point today - even though many of these resistance
fighters live in abject poverty, with little to no food – such is the strength of
their belief. Similarly, this strategy is used in Australia and Thailand as a
means of cultural resistance within the Hmong community, particularly when
elements of Hmongness are threatened. This level of resistance seems to
exist to an even greater extent when the challenge to the Hmong culture
targets the belief systems that directly relate to these kinds of leadership
beliefs and the vessels of the manifestation – the shaman. It reveals why
these factors evoke such impassioned responses in Hmong communities
around the world today. This fact also demonstrates why it is so crucial that
these elements of Hmong social, cultural and spiritual life need much closer
investigation and analysis.

In 1998 the importance of the historical battles between Miao Emperor Chiyou
and the Chinese rulers was immortalized in stone with the construction of
three statues of the three rules in the city of Zhuolu, north-west of Beijing
(Xiong 2001). It is argued that the pitched battles between the Miao and the
Chinese resulted in the Chinese building what has become known as ‘The
Other Great Wall’ along the border of Guizhou and Hunan. This wall was built
by the Chinese during the Ming Dynasty in 1615 to separate the Miao from the
Chinese.

The accidental discovery of the wall in 2000 has added further
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weight to the argument that the Miao were fierce fighters with whom the
Chinese were clearly concerned. Chinese journalist Ching Ching Ni says:
Not much is left of this line of charcoal-coloured fortresses and rocky
footpaths which even in its prime was only a fraction of the length of the
other Great Wall. But it carries no less significance, because it maps
out a very different set of cultural and political circumstances. Instead
of warding off much stronger nomads who were closer to emperor’s
capitals – across the fabled northern frontier, the southern wall was
designed to intimidate the primitively armed ethnic Miao people (2000).
The decision by the Chinese to construct the statue of Miao Emperor Chiyou,
along with the archeological discovery of the southern Great Wall has not only
been important in highlighting important historical battles between the Chinese
and the Miao, but it has enlivened in some Hmong in China, the United States
and Australia a desire to learn more about their historical rulers and to be
proud of their ethnicity. It has also renewed interest in the traditional power of
the Hmong spiritual leaders. Yuepheng Xiong in his address Digging Roots
While Building the Future explains this modern interest in the Hmong past has
been important in mobilizing and unifying the Hmong. He says:
The problem that we have had until recently is that we don’t know
much about our history. I have seen many young Hmong men and
women who are so lost in their own world….I was one them. As I grew
up in the remote countryside of Laos, I heard cliché from my parents,
grandparents and the community saying that the world was flat; that the
Hmong were not as intelligent as other nationalities; that the Hmong
could not govern their own people; and the list went on and on.
Without knowing our history, we took these sayings for granted without
question, but at the same time we were growing up with shame and
without national pride (2001).
So in an attempt to overcome these problems of cultural inferiority, the Hmong
are today attaching themselves to the history of the great Miao kingdoms of
China, and it seems it is irrelevant whether they are descendants of these
kingdoms or not. What has emerged is that regardless of the genealogical
uncertainty and ambiguity, the Hmong are prepared to assume versions of
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histories in a bid to find explanation for the present. Schein supports this,
arguing:
External definitions of who the Miao are, despite their manifold
contradictions, have a considerable authority in the ongoing process of
identity formation.
Second the Miao because of historical
circumstances and cultural-political ambience, have embraced some of
these definitions in a dialogic accommodation with the modes by which
they were typified…What emerges is a complex field in which Miao and
non-Miao within China and beyond, orchestrate versions of an entity
called the Miao amid contradictory views and diversity on the ground
(Schein 2000:62).
Although Hmong leaders such as Pao Saykao refer to the ancient Miao
history with a clarified reference to the Hmong, they also argue that the truth
about the Hmong is found in the present. Pao says that the Hmong can find
more about themselves by simply looking within, by clinging to the present
characteristics of Hmongness rather the past. He argues:
If we only give some attention and input to that which is inside us, to
our souls, or just to be an old-fashioned Hmong, the ramifications on
our day-to-day, 9-5 life, 40 by 40 plan, will be immense (2002).
That might be the case, but with the swift changes that are currently occurring
in all Hmong communities around the world as a direct result of modernization
and globalization, taking stock in such an environment may not be as easy as
it seems or as Pao professes. Changes to language, religion, social structure,
education, gender roles, festivals, rituals, food, housing, clothing and even
consciousness have made this self-examination of the soul even more
difficult.

Pao’s comments assume that the Hmong who partake in this

examination have some background knowledge of Hmong ethnicity.
However, as Bee Cha argues, the desire of the Hmong leaders to embrace
primordial ideals of ethnicity is the root cause of the current ethnic confusion
in Hmong communities around the world. He says:
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The future of the Hmong should be what we are trying to create and not
just what we are trying to preserve. Having said that, we need to
rethink the notion of who we are in the light of what we are, and not the
other way around (2002:33).
This is a crucial point because it supports Hein’s notion of a paradoxical
relationship between the micro and macro traits of an ethnic community. It
also reveals how intra-ethnic conflict can emerge within an ethnic community,
particularly if the ‘what’ aspect, highlighted by Cha, is not universal. Because
of the ambiguity over what is Hmong, there is a growing movement aimed at
measuring Hmongness. But agreeing on the yardstick to do the measuring is
the problem.

Conclusion
The origins of the Hmong are ambiguous. But in spite of this ambiguity the
Hmong today have managed to create a national character and history that is
being used as a rallying point and even justification for maintaining certain
cultural traits in the face of rapid modernization and cultural change. The
reality of this rapid change is highlighted by Prasit Leepreecha who, in sharing
his own personal experience of growing up in a Hmong community in
Thailand, says:
Since I grew up in a Hmong kin-based society, on a mountain top in
northern Thailand, I understand through personal experience that
Hmong kinship identities have been drastically reshaped since our
community’s exposure to the outside world in the last 1960s. Our kin
group cohesion’s vulnerability became apparent when one of my
cousins, my father’s brother’s son, converted to Christianity. His
conversion and that of the members of his immediate family caused
both regret and tension between himself and his parents and other
relatives (2001:4).
These challenges of cultural change and transformation have been magnified
significantly for the Hmong communities who were relocated to Australia, the
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United States and other western countries as part of a refugee relocation plan.
What this demonstrates is that in the face of change there is a valid tendency
for ethnic communities to reassess their identity.

This reassessment has

today led to confusion among some Hmong communities. Whereas in the
past, solidarity and isolation made Hmong communities a unified rock in
confronting adversity, today inter-ethnic conflict has left the Hmong divided,
confused and indifferent as to what they should do to confront cultural
transformation. This emergence of intra-ethnic conflict has resulted in the
marginalized sectors – that is, those Hmong who have embraced new cultures
such as converting to Christianity – becoming the subject of ridicule and
persecution within the Hmong community.

Conversely, those who have

adopted new cultures have also been disruptive in challenging, coaxing and at
times forcefully persuading traditional Hmong community members to
embrace new culture. It is a highly complex situation that demonstrates how
inter-ethnic conflict, coupled with intra-ethnic conflict, can work simultaneously
to erode and even destroy an ethnic community’s culture.

It also

demonstrates how ethnic fervour can rise up when ethnicity is primordialized,
providing a fertile ground for intra-ethnic conflict, as an ethnic group attempts
to recontextualize its culture in the midst of change. It shows that it is often
not the change that causes conflict within an ethnic community, but rather the
way in which the ethnic community responds to the change. These issues will
be looked at more closely in the case studies of the Hmong in Australia and
Thailand in Part 2 of this thesis.
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CHAPTER 4
MEASURING HMONGNESS

Introduction
The task of defining an ethnic group has been the source of impassioned
academic debate for almost a century.

At the risk of oversimplifying the

complexity of ethnicity, defining an ethnic group is in many ways like defining
an apple.

Although the basic elements making up each apple - such as

appearance, shape and taste - are similar, there are often distinct and
sometimes subtle differences making one type of apple different to another.
Similarly, although there are generally certain characteristics associated with
the Hmong, they like apples are also divided into more complex sub-groups
such as the White Hmong, Blue Hmong and Magpie Hmong. It is the source
of these differences that continues to contribute to debate around the world as
to who and what is Hmong, and more importantly who and what is not. For
example, there is currently fervent debate as ethnicity questions among the
Miao minzu in China are dissected and analyzed by sociologists and
anthropologists. This is highlighted in the opening pages of Schein’s work
Minority Rules: The Miao and Feminine (2000). In her personal account
Schein explains how she was introduced to Miao people in Beijing, and even
though she had learnt to speak Hmong, she could not understand a word they
were saying. This variation in language and ethnicity within the Miao minzu
has led many to further condemn China’s ethnic classification processes and
has resulted in confusion for Hmong around the world, as they discover how
ethnicity is often more associated with perception and politics, than historical
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and cultural indicators.

Hattaway (2000), in his decade-long research of

ethnic communities in China, identifies nine different Hmong groups in China,
each with their own unique brand of cultural traits. This further demonstrates
the complexities of ethnicity.

Defining Hmongness
The exploration of what constitutes Hmongness has also resulted in
exclusivist, primordial approaches that have served to further divide Hmong
communities, rather than unite them. However, probably the best evidence to
show how serious and confusing the problem of defining Hmongness is can
be seen in the explosion of academic material produced by Hmong and nonHmong scholars on this issue.

During the past 15 years more than 100

academic papers and journal articles have been produced on this topic. Tapp
(1986, 1989, 2001, 2004), Lee (1983, 1986, 1994, 1995, 1998, 2004), Schein
(2000), Lewis (1998), Johnson (1989, 2001), Moua (1995), Pao (1995, 1997,
2002), Chan (1994, 2000), Nusit (1976), Geddes (1976) and Cooper (1984)
and a host of others have made important contributions on everything from
the music, to the dance, to the language, to the origins, to the identity of the
Hmong. The importance of this number cannot be underestimated given the
fact there are less than 10 million Hmong occupying the world. In essence,
the question of Hmongness in the world today revolves around three
contentious issues:
1. Does Miao mean the same thing as Hmong.
2. Can Hmongness be lost or renounced as a result of cultural change.
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3. Does the word Hmong have a meaning and is that meaning ‘free’.
These three issues are currently dominating Hmong ethnographic debate.
Interestingly, these ethnicity issues are not only being posed and challenged
by academia; but are now also being questioned by the Hmong in
communities throughout the world. It must be emphasized that most of the
issues about Hmongness have been initiated by non-Hmong scholars or
Hmong who have lived a considerable length of time in the West. Much of
this work has been published on the Internet via e-journals rather than through
more traditional forms of academia. This is significant because it relates to
the Hmong’s widespread use of the Internet as a means of making cultural
information widely available to the diaspora communities in a bid to prevent
cultural erosion.

Interestingly Tapp’s research of the Hmong’s use of the

Internet highlights that there is only minimal contact between the Hmong living
in the West and Hmong still living in Asia. He says:
Interviews with young people and elders about Internet usage showed
fairly extensive use by both teenage and young adult men and women
of the internet and email and chat rooms, but only some of this was
Hmong-related and little of it related to Hmong in Asia (2004:87).
Although Hmong scholars have added crucial insights into the Hmongness
issue, it is important to recognize that questions related to Hmong ethnicity
have generally been spurred on by significant changes to the cultural and
social life of the Hmong. This is something that is not bound to the West but
is no doubt influenced by aspects of modernity such as the introduction of new
technology to traditional Hmong communities and the introduction of new
belief systems such as Christianity and even democracy.

Other modern

notions that have contributed to this debate include aspects of human rights,
the rule of law, and even the drive for sovereignty.
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For example, a copy of the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human
Rights (see Appendix B) has now been written in three Hmong dialects,
spoken throughout south-west China, Laos, northern Thailand and global
diaspora communities. Although many Hmong in these areas are poor and
illiterate, and hence unable to read the document, the significance of its
publishing cannot be overstated.

Although the Universal Declaration of

Human Rights is an important yardstick for measuring ethnic and cultural
abuses and atrocities, it has also introduced new concepts and value systems
to ethnic Hmong communities.

This is important because the Universal

Declaration of Human Rights relates not only to inter-ethnic relations but also
intra-ethnic relations.

The printing of the Universal Declaration of Human

Rights in the Hmong language is another step moving the Hmong into the
globalized world. Although this declaration is generally considered a positive
document, it does run contrary to traditional Hmong leadership and Hmong
law. Hence those within Hmong communities who apply such legal principles
to mistreatment as a consequence of issues such as freedom of religion and
gender equality, are often further ostracized for seeking a solution to problems
outside the traditional leadership structure of the Hmong community.

For example, in the Hmong village of Baan Khun Vang, south-west of Chiang
Mai, one villager said the strength of tribal law was important for the future of
Hmong ethnicity in Thailand.

He said the law was strict but it was an

important part of the culture. He said, for example, that if a woman in his
village was found to have murdered her husband, then she would be tied

- 126 -

under her husband’s body and buried alive as a consequence of her actions
(Personal Communication February 2004). Although he saw this as a just act,
it would hardly qualify as fair treatment or an expression of human rights
under the United Nations Declaration. These cultural clashes relate not only to
issues of human rights but also to issues relating to legal matters.

In

Australia, members of the Hmong community have been strongly rebuked by
community members for resorting to the legal system to resolve issues related
to domestic violence and assaults within the community, rather than taking the
problem to the community leaders and working within the traditional
framework of the Hmong community. In one instance a woman said she was
ostracized after going to police and filing a complaint about a man who had
physically assaulted her. Although the Hmong are striving for and embracing
modernity, it is affecting intra-ethnic relations as these changes are forcing a
recontextualization of ethnicity and communal behaviour. This is ultimately
resulting in the emergence of intra-ethnic conflict.

This is significant because it reveals that when modernity clashes head-on
with tradition it can destabilize the culture of an ethnic group to the point of
forcing its members to doubt and question their own identity and ethnicity.
This forces ethnic community members to grasp on to identity indicators in the
midst of change. The result can be a surge of ethnic fervour and an effort to
primordialize ethnicity in a way that is uncompromising in its expression. For
the Hmong it is this desire to grasp hold of cultural indicators and primordialize
ethnicity that has resulted in various viewpoints being espoused as to what
constitutes Hmongness. Ultimately issues of intra-ethnic conflict are emerging
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as different parties within the Hmong communities around the world seek to
retain or surrender core elements of identity in a changing environment.

The consequences of these rapid changes have resulted in a process within
Hmong communities that ‘primordializes ethnicity’. This is a process that can
result in legitimate ethnic members being stripped of their ethnic membership,
persecuted, ostracized or even killed, for simply not measuring up to common
perceptions as to what constitutes Hmong ethnicity. These processes are
often referred to as acts of fundamentalism, which not only apply to religious
preservation but also cultural preservation. For example, someone may have
been born into a Hmong family, but because of their choice to adopt another
religion, they may be asked to leave their village, clan and family.

Grew

argues that modern social science tends to find such trends surprising,
however, given that most fundamentalism arises from religious-based dissent,
it should not surprise anyone. He argues that religion is often the key element
in this kind of fundamentalism because it connects the most intimate and
personal experiences to family, to society, to a way of life and then to a
universal meaning and identity (1997:20). Grew says:
Fundamentalism feeds on a community’s recognition of the need to
mobilize against threats to its way of life. These include but are not
limited to threats to religious belief, the sacred, and the divine order
(1997:21).
Although it may seem extreme to associate fundamentalism with the Hmong,
the case studies documented as part of this research certainly demonstrate
elements

of

ethnic

and

religious-based

fundamentalism

in

Hmong

communities. Although many Hmong scholars would argue that this goes
against the Hmong notions of kindness, caring, respect and gentleness,
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Hmong community members I interviewed in Thailand claimed they had lost
family members to this kind of internal conflict. Alarmingly, these examples
could not be deemed isolated incidents but are rather widespread, particularly
in areas that have been evangelized by Christian missionaries. This includes
large parts of north-east and south-east Yunnan and most of northern
Thailand in provinces including Chiang Rai, Chiang Mai, Nan, Mae Hong Son,
Tak, Phrae and Phetchabun.

These issues have emerged, in part, because of the ambiguity over the
origins of the Hmong. Hmong folklore says that during the Hmong exodus in
China, when they fled across the Yellow River, they had with them a written
text regarding Hmongness and the Hmong belief system. However, while
they were crossing the Yellow River the writings were swept away by the
current and eaten by the fish (Moua 1995). However, when the gospels of the
Christian Bible were sent to Hmong areas for the first time by the British and
Foreign Bible Society, many Hmong believed that these were the books of the
lost writings (Tapp 1989). Moua says:
In the minds of many Hmong, the Bible was the ‘lost writings’. This is
extremely vital in understanding how Christianity manifests itself from
this point on in the Animist context. With the belief the Bible pertained
specifically to them, the Hmong centralized Christianity around
themselves (1995).
These issues are important because they demonstrate that through the
process of missionary evangelism, which in itself can be related to
modernization and globalization, some Hmong related Christianity to their own
folklore and belief system and as a consequence changed their definition of
Hmongness.

As Tapp says ‘only the imagination can conceive what this
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meant to these hill men, some of whom traveled for days to view the books’
(Tapp 1989). Christianity could therefore be seen as a direct challenge to the
traditional belief system of the Hmong, particularly among Hmong who do not
see the Bible as part of the ‘lost writings’. This exposure to the Christian
gospel more than 100 years ago was the first occurrence of religious-based
intra-ethnic conflict between Christians and traditionalists within the Hmong
community. Those who embraced this Christianity, were often persecuted for
their decision to embrace the foreign religion, while many of the missionaries
who brought the Christian Bible to these Hmong areas for the first time were
also targeted by members of the Hmong community. What this shows is that
religious-based intra-ethnic conflict in Hmong society is nothing new.
However, it also shows that this intra-ethnic conflict has coincided with interethnic relations and conflict, modernization and globalization.

Similarly ethnic change inspired by modernity can lead to further
complications. For example, in Hmong communities in Australia it is believed
only a handful of shamans are qualified and/or equipped to perform traditional
Hmong spiritual rituals related to New Year’s celebrations, funerals and
marriage ceremonies. However, one former shaman in North Queensland
who has converted to Christianity no longer practices the traditional forms of
spirituality associated with traditional Hmong shamanism. Despite repeated
pleas from community members calling on him to share his shamanic spiritual
secrets, he refuses. Instead he tells those interested in shamanism to follow
Jesus Christ. During an interview with him in October 2002 he said:
Christianity has shown me that many ancient Hmong traditions are evil.
I no longer want anything to do with them nor do I want people trying
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them. The Hmong think I am withholding their culture but from my
point of view I am sparing them from spiritual evils that have been
haunting the Hmong for centuries. The old spiritual ways of the Hmong
are dangerous. Because I won’t share them it makes people angry.
That upsets me but I won’t change my position (Personal
Communication, October 2002).
This clash of old and new has caused widespread conflict within Hmong
communities globally. It is demonstrative of the most common cause of intraethnic conflict in Hmong communities but is by no means the only source of
intra-ethnic conflict. Many Hmong believe that to be Hmong is also to uphold
certain traditions, particularly the playing of the musical instrument known as
the qeej at funerals. The Hmong who convert to Christianity no longer do this,
which in the minds of traditionalists places a question mark over their claims
of Hmong identity. They believe if the qeej is not played at their funeral then
their soul cannot move forward into the next life and will be lost. However,
Christians refuse to have the ritual performed at their funerals because they
believe they have only one life and that when they die their soul will go to
heaven. The differences in these circumstances are important because many
Hmong see the traditional ways as being crucial to attaining a level of
Hmongness. They also see the traditions as a necessary way of obtaining a
level of harmony and protection from the ancestral spirits present in their
community. Knowledge of these cultural traits is considered crucial for all
those wishing to be identified as Hmong. These issues are not only important
for their present life but also for their afterlife. Pao points out:
There are strict protocols to be followed. As a leader, one is required
to know the ‘what’ and ‘how’ and more importantly the reason behind
each of these practices. The leader is not required to be a practitioner
in these specialties but he must understand these norms, teach them
and police them within his unit, uphold them and pass them onto the
next generation (1997).
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Hence when traditions are eroded and altered there are far-reaching impacts
on the whole leadership system of the Hmong community. This leadership
system is critical for the functioning of the whole Hmong community and
disruption of it has ultimately resulted in division caused by those wanting to
uphold traditional values declaring that those not wanting to share these
traditions are ‘not truly Hmong’.

Interviews conducted have revealed this

pattern exists in Hmong communities in Thailand and Australia.

In Thailand this has resulted in Hmong villagers being expelled from their
family and their clan, or villages being restructured and divided according to
religious allegiance.

That means members who do not meet certain

primordial measuring sticks are forced out of their villages or are physically
separated in the village from those who uphold traditional animistic religious
practices.

In Thailand, interviews in White Hmong villages in Chiang Mai

Province revealed this type of activity was usually spurred on by the
conversion of a villager to Christianity and was often accompanied by violence
and occasionally death. A Hmong woman, known as Dia said:
My father was the first man in the village to become a Christian. He
went to his family and told them what he had done and his brothers
began beating him. Others in the village also began beating him and
said they would kill him unless he changed his mind. They told him he
was not a true Hmong and that he was a traitor. He was never allowed
to return to his village or his family again (Personal Communication
Chiang Mai Province January 2002).
She said that after her father’s conversion some villagers were killed for
deciding to become Christians. Moua (1995) argues Christianity is no longer
a religious entity, but has become a social institution in Hmong communities.
Although such drastic actions have not occurred in Australia, similar moves to
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ostracize members of the Hmong community in Australia have occurred.
Grew says that this act of marginalizing people within a community is a
common attribute that occurs when a community is undergoing rapid change.
He says:
The practice of fundamentalist communities tends to flow along the
fault lines of politics and social organization and to coalesce around
conflicts, from national wars to local schools (1997:31).
The fault lines for the Hmong have centred on two main aspects: the
conversion of Hmong to Christianity, and their increasing secularization and
lack of interest of traditional Hmong ways.

Although secularization is

generally tolerated when it does not affect Hmong community cohesion,
conversion to Christianity is usually seen as an irreconcilable difference.

In North Queensland, one small sector of the Hmong community in Innisfail
were forced to move to another town because they ‘invented’ a cult which
Hmong community leaders believed was dangerous to the community. In
interviews with the community in November 2002 they said they had forced
the members of the messianic cult to move to Atherton because they no
longer held beliefs that were in line with Hmong tradition. Calling itself Amu,
the group has established a temple and priesthood, created new syncretic
beliefs and rituals including Christian-like prayers before meals, watersprinkling before visitors enter their houses and bowing in Japanese-style
before making offering (Tapp 2004:83). The group encompasses traditional
Hmong religious beliefs along with New Age beliefs such as auras and astral
bodies. Tapp claims that the community retreated to the mountains behind
Innisfail following a prophetic vision that the area was to be engulfed by floods
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and other natural disasters (Tapp 2004:83). However, some members of the
Hmong community still living in Innisfail and Cairns insist they left after being
literally ‘run out of town’. Tapp says:
Although this movement is an embarrassment to most right-thinking
Hmong, I see it as an important minority attempt to retain a form of
traditional culture which most Australian Hmong are, inevitably, losing.
The fact that it is not traditional culture at all, but a new form of custom
and belief, is in itself an important (and creative) response to almost
overwhelming cultural pressures to assimilate and acculturate (Tapp
2004:84).
I agree with Tapp’s assertion that this type of action should not be overlooked
or taken lightly. The example of the four Hmong families who form this cult in
North Queensland is symptomatic of much larger problems. It demonstrates
the confusion that can prevail when an ethnic group attempts to
recontextualize itself in a foreign environment.

It also demonstrates very

clearly that when cultural traits displayed by a member of an ethnic Hmong
community fail to measure up to community expectations, an opportunity
exists for intra-ethnic conflict to occur and often it does. This type of conflict
usually results in the offending member or members of the community being
declared non-Hmong or ‘dangerous’ to the community and forced to leave
their families and clans. Hmong who pursue alternative forms of religion to the
traditional animistic and ancestor worship practices are in some sectors of the
Hmong community no longer considered truly Hmong.

Although western

culture may gloss over and not regard spirituality and religion with such a high
value, spiritual identity and issues are central to the identity of the Hmong
individual and the Hmong community. A Hmong man in a village near Doi
Inthanon in Thailand’s north said:
To be asked to leave my family and clan is the greatest insult I can
face. To be told I am no longer Hmong is unthinkable. Even though
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I’m born Hmong it causes me to doubt my life, myself and everything.
If the leaders say I’m not Hmong then I’m not Hmong (Personal
Communication January 2002).

Hmong Identity
The issues surrounding Hmong identity first rose to prominence in a
breakthrough paper by Joakim Enwall in 1992. In his paper Miao or Hmong?
Enwall argues the term Hmong should only be used for groups in China who
consider themselves to be Hmong and all other Hmong living outside China.
However, he says any group in China that does not fall into this category
should be referred to as Miao. This conclusion has been contested by some
sectors of the Hmong community globally, with a worldwide campaign under
way by some scholars and Hmong leaders aimed at removing any reference
to the term Miao. Lee and Tapp (2002) support Enwall’s conclusion claiming
that as the term Miao has no derogatory meaning in China, it is acceptable to
use the term Miao in China. However, given that the term Miao or Meo, has
negative connotations in countries such as Thailand and Laos, the terms are
therefore inappropriate in these places. Lee also warns that not all Miao are
Hmong. He says:
So in China it is okay to call Hmong people Miao and the Hmong there
do not seem to resent being called by this name. But we have to
remember that not all the Miao in China are Hmong (Lee 2002).
However, this moderate approach to defining Hmong identity has been
challenged by several Hmong who claim that the term Hmong means ‘free’
and hence the Hmong name is an indelible part of Hmong ethnicity.
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This claim, which has been supported by many around the world, has inspired
a global Hmong movement to have the Miao classification in China changed
because of a perceived linguistic inaccuracy. This definition of ‘Hmong’ has
been picked up and espoused by government departments in the countries in
which the Hmong now live. For example, the Fitzroy Learning Network in
Melbourne, Australia, claim in their flyer on the Hmong that:

“The word

‘Hmong’ means free and it is an appropriate name for these people who have
a long history of defence and flight” (2002). This definition of Hmong has also
been supported by many Hmong, however, it has been argued that this
definition has stemmed more from a misunderstanding than proper linguistic
analysis.

Lamont Thao, in his scathing attack on the ‘Hmong is Free

devotees’ claims that those who espouse this definition never cite any source
to support their claim. As Thao argues:
I would recommend that anybody who uses the word Hmong to mean
free either have to change such a translation or to do more elaborate
and thorough research. I am sure if given the chance people would
want to be free and independent, however, wanting and meaning are
two totally different things. The name Hmong, like the name of any
other groups of people has no abysmal meaning. It is just a name
given to a group of people (Thao 2000).
Lee and Tapp support Thao’s argument, claiming that no one is exactly sure
of the meaning of term Hmong. They point out that in the 1940s a similar
political movement was launched in Laos which declared that Lao means free
even though there was no historical argument to support this (2002).
However, the most condemning attack comes from Mai Na Lee who says the
word Hmong was not known to the world until 25 years ago. Mai Na Lee
argues:
Coined only in the last 20 years, the phrase ‘Hmong Means Free’ has
been thoughtlessly promoted by both Hmong and non-Hmong alike.
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This phrase, however, simply manifests thousands of years of narrow,
one-dimensional characterization of the Hmong...Hmong (need) to be
cautious about embracing such a narrow, unfounded definition of the
word Hmong (Lee 1998).

Lee argues that both non-Hmong scholars and Hmong writers, motivated to
produce a romanticized notion as to what constitutes being Hmong, have
contributed to uncertainty over Hmongness. Lee’s analysis is important on
many fronts.

Firstly, it highlights how impassioned internal divisions and

conflicts can emerge in an ethnic community over an issue as seemingly
simple as defining a term. Secondly, it highlights the importance of accurate
anthropological, sociological and ethnological scholarship.

Thirdly, it also

emphasizes how cultural history and even ethnic identity and indicators can
be rewritten and reshaped according to the patterns of the present rather than
the true history of the past. Lastly, in perhaps a more disturbing aspect, it
shows how an ethnic community can be vulnerable to the results of
anthropological scholarship.

As highlighted earlier, many of these issues

confronting the Hmong were not issues until they were documented by nonHmong scholars. Although anthropological research has provided the world
with invaluable information about the world’s people, it is also important to
recognize that not all of this research has been accurate or helpful to ethnic
groups. This has been the case for the Hmong, who are today suffering an
identity crisis and confusion as a result.

The ramifications of this uncertainty over identity are probably best summed
up by Melbourne-based Hmong doctor Pao Saykao.

Pao says:

“After

spending three quarters of my life in the West searching for who I am, I am
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not sure yet if I have found the answer” (2002). As discussed in the previous
chapter, Pao sees that Hmongness is determined by the roles played by the
Hmong in their lives and the relationships the Hmong have with themselves,
their families, their clans and related kin and friends around the world.
Perhaps most importantly Pao’s attempt to define Hmongness goes beyond
two-dimensional attempts to find hidden linguistic meanings in the term
Hmong. His search for ethnic meaning raises questions and notions of depth
that have important consequences for the ethnic identity of the world’s
estimated six million Hmong citizens.

It is generally accepted within Hmong communities - whether they be in
Thailand or Australia - that to be Hmong entails a package of characteristics
such as one’s birth and look, descent, given names, adherence to certain
religious beliefs, one’s identification with other Hmong and a ‘collective
consciousness’ of belonging and being Hmong.

These criteria of Hmong

ethnicity will be examined in depth here because they raise important
questions.

For example, what if someone meets most but not all of the

criteria? What if someone changes their religion or loses the desire to pursue
or maintain the ‘collective consciousness’ described by Lee (1996). These
questions are important because, rather than assuming ethnicity is rigid and
primordial they take into account the fact that ethnicity is not static. These
changes are also crucial because they describe the events that are occurring
in Hmong communities globally.

However, it must be highlighted that

although all ethnic groups have distinct collective attributes, there is a clear
danger of becoming ethnically exclusive by listing inflexible cultural
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characteristics.

This is not a unique or new problem.

For example, in

Thailand it is claimed that ‘to be Thai is to be Buddhist’. But does that mean
that a Thai Muslim is not Thai, even though four percent of the population in
Thailand is Muslim? These questions should not be treated lightly for they
demonstrate how intra-ethnic conflict can emerge between members of the
same ethnic group when different cultural indicators are used as a measuring
stick for classifying ethnicity in totality. They demonstrate that in the case of
the Hmong, ethnic membership is often based on perception and dominance,
that is, the view of the collective majority rather than anything else.

What is evident in the ongoing debate about Hmongness is that the migration
of the Hmong to the so-called ‘West’ has done nothing to dilute the
importance of identity and ethnicity issues among the Hmong. In fact, it is
obvious that this process of migration has actually enhanced these notions.
What migration has also done is give the Hmong a greater world view in which
to distinguish and determine their own uniqueness. This has left the door
open for vehement debate between traditionalists and those who are seeking
to define and even redefine the Hmong according to notions of national
sovereignty and political endeavour. This clash of old and new ways has led
to differences of opinion not only among scholars but also among grassroots
Hmong community members around the world. It has provided a new and
fertile environment for intra-ethnic conflict to occur. It clearly supports the
thesis that inter-ethnic conflict and globalization are contributing factors to
intra-ethnic conflict.
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Clarifying Hmongness
It is widely held that the most important prerequisite of being Hmong is to be
able to speak Hmong. Pao argues:
For the Hmong, when we really think about it, our language is the most
accurate representation of our world, our history and of what we are as
we experience it (2002).
In many ways Pao’s viewpoint is accurate. So much of the Hmong cultural,
social and spiritual life is intricately intertwined with the Hmong language. The
importance of linguistic indicators is supported by Fishman who argues:
Such a huge part of every ethnoculture is linguistically expressed, that
it’s wrong to say that most ethnoculture behaviours would be
impossible without the expression via the particular language with
which these behaviours have been traditionally associated (Fishman
2001:3).
Hence the notion that to be Hmong is to speak Hmong is widely held in
Hmong communities around the world.

However, in countries such as

Australia and Thailand, where the Hmong have immigrated, the importance of
speaking Hmong has been eroded with many second generation Hmong
immigrants no longer speaking Hmong.

As mentioned in Chapter 3, in

Thailand, where the education system is based on the Thai language, there is
further pressure leading to first language attrition as the second language
fulfils the functional needs required for mainstream society. For example,
Pathan in his article on Hmong ethnicity in Thailand says:
Several measures have been taken to make ethnic minorities ‘more
Thai’. A number of Hmong villages and their residents have adopted
Thai names (2000).
Similarly in Australia, Hmong social worker Bev Holland said the Hmong were
inclined to give their children English names as soon as they came to
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Australia.

She said that most in the community did not see this as

compromising their identity or ethnicity. Prasit Leepreecha said of the Hmong
in Thailand:
We do it to please the Thai government and to fit in. We have a Thai
name for our daily activities with Thai people and then we go back to
our village and everyone reverts to their Hmong names. It is part of our
survival here (Personal Communication, November 2003).
He said over time this practice had ultimately led to erosion of kinship with
clan names replaced with Thai names, which ultimately affects kinship
relationships. Interestingly, in Australia, rather than having a dual identity, the
Hmong have only one name. However, they maintain their clan name and
only adopt an English first name hence having less impact on the traditional
kinship structures. It is these subtle changes to fundamental components of
ethnicity that can lead to cultural alienation. A 2002 United Nations report
authored by the Food and Agriculture Organization claims that these issues
were causing ethnic hilltribe communities in northern Thailand to ‘break apart’
and ‘lose their identity’. The report says:
Closely knit hill tribe communities holding traditional values and beliefs
are breaking apart and losing their identity. It is partly due to factors
such as the changing pattern of economic activities, growing
acceptance of Thai language instruction in schools, exposure to
modern knowledge and other religions like Buddhism and Christianity.
Their traditional ways of life do not always fit in with the present socioeconomic and political conditions of the rest of the country, and a
sense of individualism is growing among youngsters. Communication
between the Thai speaking younger generations and the ‘illiterate’ older
generations is thus sometimes hindered (2002:4).
This report does not expand on these developments further, but explains in a
comprehensive nutshell the root causes of intra-ethnic conflict that are
plaguing Hmong communities around the world today.
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There is no doubt second language acquisition is generally considered a
positive phenomenon and even a necessity when an ethnic group lives in a
country where the dominant language is different from their mother tongue.
This thesis does not dispute that. However, when the mother tongue plays
such an important role in defining and determining the ethnicity of an ethnic
community, any linguistic change can have important ramifications for the
social and religious aspects of the ethnic group.

Although language is

essentially powerless on its own, it does become an element of immense
power when it is used in the context of social structures such as leadership or
spiritual practices (Corson 1996:4). This culturally and socially-constructed
power of language cannot be underestimated. It is believed there are more
than 6,000 languages spoken in the world today.

Director-General of

UNESCO Kochiro Matsuura says:
They (the languages) testify to humanity’s outstanding ability to create
tools of communication, to its perception and reflection. They are the
mirror of the souls of the societies in which they are born and they
reflect the history of their contacts (2000:1).
However, when that mirror begins to reflect a different culture, the result is
inevitably intra-ethnic conflict. This is most likely to occur when ethnic groups
such as the Hmong place such a high price on cultural indicators such as
language and its specific social functions. Consequently issues surrounding
the definition of Hmongness have arisen in virtually every Hmong community
in Thailand and Australia today. The search for Hmongness among ethnic
Hmong communities around the world has no doubt been driven by interethnic conflict issues such as language acquisition and religious conversion.
These changes have subsequently increased levels of intra-ethnic conflict
within Hmong communities. This has been spurred on by factors involving
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cultural loss.

However, before these complex issues can be examined

thoroughly, it is important to understand the role of family and culture in
Hmong society.

Hmong society is one of the most structured ethnic societies in the world (Pao
1997). Because the Hmong language has an intense pragmatic character,
several elements such as intention, relationship, position, role, rank, culture
and respect are all conveyed through the language. The Hmong language
features gender and socially specific terms related to family, close family
friends and clan member and leaders.

These terms are intrinsic in

maintaining a social hierarchy that aims to promote the core values of the
Hmong such as accountability, kindness, diplomacy and respect. Perhaps the
most important aspect of this hierarchy is the notion of the adherence to these
traditional social and family norms as an irrevocable part of Hmong identity
and ethnicity.

The highest level of social structure for the Hmong is the community (naiv
neeg Hmoob). Within the Hmong community is the notion of the collective,
and the community includes all those who have an inborn feeling of being
Hmong. The next level below the community is the clan. This social level
forms the foundation of the Hmong social structure (Pao 1997). The clan is
represented by a clan name and represents an ancestral lineage. Hence one
cannot marry someone belonging to the same clan. The next level is the subclan. This group includes clusters of families who subscribe to a particular
religious or ritualistic practice. This group is then further divided into family
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units. This social level forms the basic unit of the Hmong society. Pao argues
that the leader of the family is the most powerful and influential member of the
Hmong community (Pao 1997). The family unit can also be divided into a
nuclear family that usually occurs when a family member marries and then
brings his wife to live in the same home as his family. The practice still occurs
frequently in all Hmong communities around the world.

The structure of Hmong society allows for leaders to be appointed at each
social level. Pao claims that this structure is similar to the leadership structure
of the armed services:
As in the army, if the sergeant has a problem with his rank, he cannot
bypass his superior and go directly to the general. His responsibility is
to report to the person in the next office above him. It is similar in the
Hmong structure. When there is a challenge in a nuclear family setting,
it is best to be resolved within that unit. If it fails the next level of
hierarchy will take over. This process continues if required, until the
conflict is resolved (1997).
In this complex stratified society the male is the traditional leader and
powerbroker. At each level of Hmong society, men have traditionally filled the
leadership positions.

However, there are examples of women holding

leadership positions, particularly at the family level. The male leader of the
nuclear family and family is ultimately responsible for the conduct and
decision-making of those under his leadership. However, the leader of the
nuclear family can have his decisions overturned and adjusted by clan, subclan or family leaders, if he has been deemed to have not acted appropriately.
Conversely the family leader, although formally accountable to a sub-clan
leader, has ultimate authority to preside over his family. As Pao recognizes:
He is the man who can create, maintain or destroy the reputation of his
members. In general, it is fair to say the stronger the leader, the better
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the group will become. Conversely, the family with no leader or a weak
leader is more likely to be scattered, low profile, facing more challenges
and the family’s standing in the Hmong community may become
mediocre (1997).
Pao’s final point is crucial given the current position of the Hmong in Australia.
North Queensland Hmong pastor Toua Her said in an interview in November
2002 that many of the social and family problems encountered by the Hmong
in North Queensland were the result of weak, faltering or non-existent
traditional Hmong family leadership. He said:
They do not know who they are anymore. They want to be Hmong but
they want to be Australian too. They have forgotten what it is to be
truly Hmong. The children want their parents to be like Australian
parents. In the past the parent told the child how to behave, now the
child is the boss. Because the child speaks English and goes to school
they have power. They have no knowledge or respect of tradition and
the culture is forgotten because everyone wants the new culture
(Personal Communication November 2002).
Bee Chaa (2002) in his analysis of what it means to be Hmong believes Pao’s
ideals make it impossible for young Hmong people in a modernizing world.
He says that although Hmong supposedly means free, most Hmong feel
‘trapped’ and the past ways are no longer relevant in modern contexts. These
two perspectives are demonstrative of the friction evident in Hmong
communities today.

In traditional Hmong society the effectiveness of the

social structure has important ramifications, with the credibility of all family
members reliant on the family’s reputation and the ability of the leader.
Beyond family leadership, sub-clan leaders may also be appointed (Pao
1997). At this level two leaders are usually appointed. The leaders preside
over a collection of families with one leader adopting a ‘legal’ role while the
other adopts a ‘religious’ role. Technically these leaders may influence the
decision of a family leader, but this rarely occurs. The final leadership position
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is the clan leader. This position is usually filled by several leaders or a council
of a few sub-clan leaders.

This group is responsible for the political and

judicial decisions.

Lee says that being Hmong involves participating in this social order.
However, despite these notions as to what constitutes Hmongness, there
have been significant changes in recent years to these traditional leadership
structures.

For example Lee (1998) and Pao (1997) both recognize that

Hmong professionals in modern society are now a new addition to Hmong
leadership. Pao argues:
Many Hmong believe that once you earn a master degree or PhD, by
having a title you automatically become a leader. This is far from the
truth. A PhD makes one no wiser in Hmong traditions than someone
who is illiterate. The only difference is that a professional has learned
one small subject extremely well but this does not imply that this
person would know as much in other areas (Pao 1997).
Again this highlights how modern notions of education and leadership have
infiltrated traditional Hmong ranks. This issue of leadership and education is
no longer limited to the Hmong in so-called western countries. It affects the
Hmong in every country they inhabit with Hmong scholars seeking higher
levels of education in Thailand and government policy in these states now
encouraging the Hmong to become educated.

Bee Chaa says that the

Hmong communities around the world need to reassess these elements of
culture. He argues:
For centuries, the Hmong have resisted change and refused
interactions with non-Hmong in order to maintain ethnic purity, but now
that time and place have changed drastically we can no longer ignore
the outcomes of such senseless resistance (2002:27).
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He explains this reluctance of the Hmong to change as the ‘Theory of
Necessary Return’.

This process stems from the moral certainty that,

because of cultural and/or personal needs that must be obliged, all (especially
the first) bicultural generations are deterred from indulging in a complete and
autonomous exploration of their free will. Over time, this restraint becomes
conditionally understood to mean that the Hmong’s will to succeed cannot free
them from who they are and their obligations of being Hmong (2002:24).
Although this aspect of modernization is important for the future prosperity of
the Hmong it must also be looked at in terms of its impacts on traditional
Hmong culture. The Hmong in Australia and Thailand interviewed as part of
this research all agreed that education was important for the future of the
Hmong, but most agreed that it had to be completed in accordance with
Hmong traditions and customs.

For women, that means that often their

education is forfeited once they reach 15 or 16 years of age, with many
Hmong communities still advocating the importance of early marriages and
fertility. Susannah of Cairns said that when she was 16 she was doing well at
school but she thought that is was time for her to get married. She said:
I went to the local supermarket and saw a Hmong man. I thought he
was handsome and we talked. We would see each other each week at
the supermarket and talk some more. I thought he would make a good
husband but because I was Christian and he was not my father told
him that he would have to become a Christian before he could marry
me. This was difficult for him but he studied the Bible and became a
Christian. We got married soon after. I missed studying at school but I
know marriage and having children is important for the Hmong
(Personal Communication November 2002).
Susannah said she was now attending night school and said she believed it
was possible to juggle the Hmong traditions with the new Australian culture.
However, in Thailand juggling these expectations is much more difficult. In
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interviews with several Hmong women attending a high school in Chiang Mai,
some said their families were very angry that they had pursued an education
rather than the traditional role of a woman working in the fields, marrying and
having a family. They said they feared they would not be able to return to the
villages because of their decision to pursue more ‘modern’ values and that if
they did not they would be rejected by the village men for being ‘modern
women’ (Personal Communication Chiang Mai June 2003).

Conclusion
These issues, which will be dealt with in more detail in Part 2 of the thesis,
demonstrate some of the issues confronting the Hmong in a modernizing and
globalizing world.

This chapter shows clearly how the values of different

cultures often do not correlate and as a result provide fertile ground for firstly
inter-ethnic conflict and ultimately intra-ethnic conflict. However, it also shows
how the introduction of concepts such as education can cause division within
an ethnic community. As stated earlier, not all conflict is harmful and the fruits
of education in ethnic communities can only serve to increase the standard of
living in Hmong areas of Thailand, many of which are some of the poorest
regions in the land. But the flipside to this positive phenomenon is intra-ethnic
conflict. Modernization and globalization force ethnic communities to pay a
price. Sometimes this sacrifice is at the expense of culture, sometimes at the
expense of traditional and social structures, and sometimes at the expense of
leadership and power.

This price, associated with modernization and

globalization, is difficult for the Hmong to accept.

This is probably best

expressed by an article in the Chiang Mai Mail about the Hmong that said:
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Once isolated in remote mountain villages, ethnic minorities across the
region are reeling under the impact of commerce, government
development schemes, AIDS and prostitution. Their ancient traditions
are rapidly being eroded, often with disastrous consequences
(Jedoodachaiyut 2003:5).
The general response to this type of dramatic change has been to adopt a
fundamentalist and dogmatic approach that primordializes ethnicity. This has
provided a fertile ground for conflict. It is the fruits of this approach that will
now be examined in each of the two case studies – Australia and Thailand.
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PART 2

CHAPTER 5
THE HMONG IN AUSTRALIA

Introduction
Thirty years ago most Hmong in the world did not even know where Australia
was. Today, Australia is home to a growing Hmong community thanks largely
to a United Nations refugee relocation program. The arrival of the Hmong to
Australia provides an ideal environment for the hypotheses being argued in
this paper to be examined and tested. The modern society and high standard
of living Australia and Australians enjoy provide an excellent case study for
investigating the impacts this type of modernization can have on the ethnicity
of an ethnic community. It is also important for examining just how interethnic conflict, modernization and globalization can lead to intra-ethnic conflict
and the ramifications this can have on an ethnic community, particularly when
that community is attempting to integrate into a new and foreign environment.
The relocation experience of the Hmong will be examined in this chapter by
relating these factors to Australia’s Hmong community. The implications of
these factors will be examined in terms of the process of marginalization and
ostracism that has occurred in the Australian Hmong community as a
consequence of cultural change.

Australian Multiculturalism and the Hmong
In 1989, the then Australian Immigration Minister Gerry Hand sang the praises
of Australia’s multicultural immigration policy, describing Australia as one of
the most exciting countries in the world. Hand predicted:
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In the year 2001 (Australia) will be a different place, a different mix of
people…And that doesn’t mean we will be Asian, it means we won’t be
like any other country. I don’t think we recognize the fact that
multiculturalism is a real winner for us as a nation. Sure we have a
hiccup here and there but we have a policy which every single person
here can be proud of. We are the envy of other countries (Healey
1992:23).
Post 2001 and Australia is indeed a different country, with a different mix of
people. However, this has perhaps emerged in a vastly different way to what
was envisioned by Hand in 1989.

Since Hand’s speech, changes of

government have brought with them changes of perspective and interpretation
regarding

Australia’s

immigration

policy,

although

the

model

of

multiculturalism promoted by Hand continues in one form or another. It is
perhaps ironic that 2001, the year Hand predicted would signal Australia’s
emergence as the world’s most exciting nation, instead signaled global
controversy which saw the Australian government turn away hundreds of
refugees from Australian shores and force them aboard the Norwegian
freighter Tampa, only to be taken to Papua New Guinea and Nauru, in what
was eventually called the ‘Pacific Solution’. It was hardly the glorious notion
of multiculturalism predicted by Hand for the new millennium.

Although the concept of multiculturalism is still widely promoted by
government departments, the reality is utopian models of multiculturalism
promoted by governments are often not experienced by migrant communities.
Although migrant communities experience higher standards of living and
relative freedom in their lives in Australia, the glorious notions of
multiculturalism boasted by governments are often as foreign to migrant
communities as the new Australian way of life. Hmong refugee Lao Ly, who
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lives in Atherton in North Queensland confirms these difficulties in a summary
of his new life in Australia. He says:
We are not treated warmly here. But at least we live in a country
without war. No one who hasn’t been a refugee can know the pain of
being a refugee (Toohey 2002).
Roberta Julian (1995) in her extensive qualitative study of Hmong
resettlement in Tasmania found evidence to confirm Lao Ly’s relocation
experience.

In interviews with midwifery nursing staff who had cared for

Hmong mothers at Hobart hospitals Julian cited the following comments as
evidence of the lack of understanding about the Hmong.

The comments

included:
The Hmong are dirty, lazy and don’t know how to look after their
babies.
They don’t wash themselves, don’t cook and don’t know how to wash
the babies.
They use up the health dollar…they breed like rabbits (1995).

Similarly, in interviews I conducted with Cairns residents; including neighbours
of Hmong residents, taxi drivers and journalists, many indicated similar
sentiments. The comments included:
They don’t know how to live in a house properly. They’re not clean and
they don’t look at us let alone speak to us. They’re weird (Personal
Communication, July 2001).

They all stick together and live together. They don’t want to be
Australian they just want to be Hmong (Personal Communication, July
2001).

They’re all on the dole and all they do is sit around and eat and drink.
No one knows anything about them. They’ve got heaps of kids and
they’ve turned the backyard into a hobby farm (Personal
Communication, November 2002).
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Although multiculturalism promotes cultural preservation, the reality is that for
an ethnic minority community there is always going to be a climate of interethnic and intra-ethnic conflict in multicultural circumstances. It is perhaps
naïve to brag so brazenly about the pros of multiculturalism when logic says
there are also going to be negatives. Jupp points out:
What emerges from any close analysis of the migrant experience is
that most migrants do well in Australia, some do less well, and a small
minority do not do well at all. It is illegitimate to generalize (Guerra and
White 1995:14).
Although Jupp’s overall analysis of Australian migrant communities is
generally accurate, there are some aspects of his argument that need closer
examination. For example he claims most migrants ‘do well’ – but according
to whose standards and what criteria? If this statement is based purely on
material or economic indicators without any consideration of culture
preservation, then such a viewpoint is modern and even ethnocentric in
nature. Similarly, does ‘well’ mean their culture is retained but the people
group remains socially alien, divorced from any understanding of Australian
society. This point is raised to show the difficulty of measuring these types of
cultural factors.

Like Jupp, I contend that although the process of multiculturalism is different
for each ethnic community, it has a more destructive effect on some
communities than others. This thesis does not aim to look in depth at the
issues of multiculturalism, however, this chapter does aim to challenge the
self-congratulatory tone of Hand’s speech in 1989. For example, for smaller
ethnic communities such as the Hmong – recognized as one of Australia’s
smallest ethnic communities – the concept of multiculturalism in a modern
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state has had far reaching ramifications that have ultimately resulted in the
fragmentation of their community, the exclusion of a minority of Hmong from
Australia’s Hmong community and the emergence of intra-ethnic conflict.

Hmong Arrival in Australia
The arrival of Hmong immigrants to Australia in the decade between 1981 and
1991 brought little fanfare.

They came as part of a wave of refugee

immigration from South-East Asia in the aftermath of the Vietnam War. The
admission of these refugees was in many respects forced on the Australian
government by circumstances that were largely outside its control (Castles
1992:36).

There was enormous diplomatic pressure on the Australian

government to accept refugees from first arrival countries such as Thailand,
where the Hmong had fled following the success of the Pathet Lao forces in
taking power in Laos. The Hmong, who arrived in Australia with scores of
other Indochinese refugees, were thought of by many to be Lao, Vietnamese
or Cambodian. They arrived with little recognition or consideration of their
unique ethnicity, and because many were under the age of 30, they had little
knowledge of their own rich cultural heritage. In essence, they entered a
cultural vacuum in which almost every aspect of their cultural heritage was
incompatible and irrelevant to the Australian way of life.

In an era that was characterized by growing ethnic tension in Australia, the
Hmong found themselves leaving the battlegrounds of Laos, for a new life, in
a new country, with a new culture and a new battle – winning acceptance as
Australians, while maintaining the traditions of the past. The magnitude of this
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transition by the Hmong cannot and should not be underestimated. Many of
those coming to Australia had lived as poor subsistence farmers; many were
uneducated and most were illiterate.

They came to a country that was

modern, technologically advanced with one of the world’s highest literacy
rates and one of the most ethnically diverse nations on earth – with more than
150 different ethnic groups, speaking more than 80 different languages living
in Australia (Castles 1992:21). The change is probably best summed up by
this article documenting the arrival of Hmong in the United States. It says:
The Hmong made one airplane flight from the 16th Century to the 20th
Century. Within the space of 72 hours these mountain people were
taken from bamboo thatched huts in refugee camps along the Mekong
River and put into two and three bedroom apartments in Philadelphia,
Minneapolis, and other major American cities. They are often unaware
of how to deal with regular tasks: turning on and off lights, using the
refrigerator, stove or oven and paying bills (Sherman 1985:13).
Although this encounter summarizes the American experience, it is no less
relevant to the experience of the Hmong in Australia.

Several Hmong

interviewed in North Queensland said they had to attend cultural adjustment
lessons on things such as shopping at a supermarket, using money and credit
cards, opening a bank account, turning on the lights in their home, using a
stove, driving a car, using and flushing a toilet and maintaining and cleaning a
home. The Hmong who arrived in Australia were escaping the rigors of war
and persecution, but the challenges they faced once arriving in Australia
brought a much greater problem – protecting their culture.

In interviews many Hmong in Australia said that when they arrived in Australia
they felt stupid, helpless and ‘like they were dead’. Many said they wanted to
return to Thailand, others said they would rather die in Laos then suffer the
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humiliation of not being able to perform basic functions in Australian society.
Former North Queensland Hmong Society President Sao Lee said the Hmong
have faced enormous problems in trying to adapt to Australian society while
trying to retain their culture in Australia. The Hmong community feels that
these problems in Australia have hit the Hmong community harder than at any
other time in the last 200 years.

Lee expanded on this claiming that

modernization was posing a greater threat to Hmong culture than any other
threat – including wars, famine and marginalization - in the past 5,000 years.
He said:
Our culture may have survived the last 5000 years but at that time I
think people lived in the jungle, the lifestyle might be very different from
what we have here. And that’s why our culture has survived for that
long, but at the moment people are just fighting for a better life, and
they never think about the cultural value. So I think that’s the big
problem for our culture to survive in the modern world (Compass 2001).
Such a claim cannot and should not be taken lightly, particularly given the
messianic revolts between the Hmong and the Chinese and the more recent
struggles between the Communists and the Hmong in Vietnam and Laos.
These conflicts are demonstrative of an ethnic community trying to redefine
and even reinvent itself in a new and completely unfamiliar context. They
demonstrate the tremendous power modernization and globalization can have
on ethnic communities as they attempt to recontextualize their ethnicity. The
claims of Hmong refugees in Australia help conceptualize the struggles,
challenges and fears the Hmong have encountered since coming to Australia.
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Historical Context
The timing of the arrival of the first Hmong immigrants to Australia could
hardly have been worse for them. Australia was in the grip of a national
immigration debate targeting a so-called ‘Asian invasion’ to the shores of
Australia. The admittance of thousands of Vietnamese boat people in the mid
to late 1970s forced many Australians to accept that the days of Australia
being a purely white European outpost were over (Ang 1998:138).

This

debate was in part symbolic of Australia’s shift from an assimilation
immigration policy to a policy of multiculturalism. However, it is important to
recognize that the very notion of multiculturalism is a modern concept.
Stratton and Ang argue that the term was first used in Canada in the 1950s
(1998:138). They claim:
Put simply the term is associated with an official recognition of the
existence of different ethnic groups within the state’s borders and it
evidences concerns about disadvantage and equity which the state
recognizes as its responsibility to address…Migrants are encouraged –
and to, a certain extent, forced by the logic of the discourse – to
preserve their cultural heritage and the government provides support
and facilities for them to do so; as a result, their place in the new
society is sanctioned by their officially recognized ethnic identities (Ang
1998:138).
This notion of the preservation of ethnic culture was the number one source of
discontent among the Australian populace in the early 1980s.

It was the

foundation of the argument of those opposing further immigration, especially
from Asia. This discontent was further fuelled by an Australian governmentsponsored brochure in 1982 entitled Multiculturalism For All Australians, which
said:
Multiculturalism is…much more than the provision of special services to
minority ethnic groups. It is a way of looking at Australian society, and
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involves living together with an awareness of cultural diversity. We
accept our differences and appreciate a variety of different lifestyles
rather than expect everyone to fit into a standardized pattern. Most of
all multiculturalism requires us to recognize that we each can be a
‘Real Australian’, without necessarily being a ‘Typical Australian’
(Stratton and Ang 1998:154).
Hence the multiculturalism promoted during the 1970s and 1980s in Australia
was part of a reconstruction of the definition of Australian national identity. It
would therefore be expected that such a reconstruction would naturally create
some backlash, particularly if the new definition was a shift from the previous
pro-Anglo approach. It was during this backlash that the Hmong arrived in
Australia.

This backlash had several faces.

One showed a nation in search of an

identity, confused at what being an Australian meant or would mean as a
result of increasing immigration.

The first edition of Time magazine in

Australian in 1986 clearly conveyed this uncertainty in a description of an
Australian naturalization ceremony. It said:
They will leave, after a supper of tea, cakes and sandwiches and go
forth into a country of neat nature strips and confused national identity.
Just as different accents merge into one indecipherable whole as 11
voices repeat the oath. Australia today is a cultural casserole, a
mixture of nationalities, joined more by geography than ideology, in a
year of consensus and self-examination and two years before the
bicentennial, a time of self-congratulation. We are a people unsure not
only where we are going but also who we are (Castles 1992:101-102).
Another face of the backlash was that the ideals supporting a white-skinned
Australia were spurred on by a declining economy and hard times, which
forced the average Australian to look for someone to blame. It was said
during this time that:
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By the mid 1980s, the ‘Australian Way’ has been lost. Standards of
living for ordinary people are declining in real terms and the Hawke
Government is telling its constituents that the present medicine for the
eventual future health of the system is considerable personal restraint.
Real wages will have to decrease (Ang 2001:118).
The dire consequences of this situation meant that the ‘New Australians’ –
Australia’s immigrant population – bore the brunt of the backlash to the
political and economic climate of the time.

However, these views which

targeted ethnicity should not come as any surprise. Hudson and Stokes claim
that for more than 200 years Australians had lived in an environment that
feared Asians and Asianness (1997:145). They argue:
‘Asia’ and ‘Asians’ were often constructed not only as ‘others’ but also
as opposite: as cruel, barbarous and treacherous, qualities that
supported claims to the apparent superiority of Australian character
(1997:145).
The move to peddle such stereotypes received a significant boost following
emotive comments by Australian academic Geoffery Blainey and the
emergence of a ‘New Right Movement’ that rode on the back of Blainey’s
observations and comments.

However, it was Blainey who gave those

wanting to condemn immigrants, particularly Asian immigrants, the vocal
ammunition and notoriety necessary to confront Australia’s immigration policy.

Blainey’s opinions were varied but were clearly outlined in his All for Australia
speech at a Rotary Club meeting in the Victorian city of Warnambool in 1984.
Essentially Blainey believed:
1. Asian immigration to Australia was excessive.
2. Cultural differences between immigrant communities and Australian
society could result in social division.
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3. The old White Australia Immigration Policy used offensive language but
the substance of the policy made a lot of sense.
4. The new ‘Asian Australian Policy’ was equally offensive in its
insensitivity towards Australian public opinion.
5. Immigration should be reduced in times of economic downturn.
6. A myriad of little things resulting from immigration will lead to
community resentment. For example the smell of goat’s meat, noodles
drying on the clothes line and phlegm on the footpath (Markus
2001:133-134).
The reason for revisiting Blainey’s controversial perspectives in this thesis is
two-fold. The first reason is that it illustrates an historical, social and cultural
context in terms of the environment in Australia when the Hmong first arrived.
As Ien Ang (1998) argues, the issue of Asians in Australia is one that is
historically complex, ideologically-loaded and politically and culturally
sensitive. When groups such as the Hmong arrived with few skills and no
English, they were an easy and obvious target for anti-immigration supporters.
The second reason Blainey’s argument will be examined is that the history of
the Hmong in Australia provides an ideal context for looking at his predictions
about the consequences of Asian immigration should be examined 20 years
on. This analysis will particularly focus on Blainey’s assertion that immigration
creates social division and inter-ethnic conflict. This aspect of his argument
will be looked at in great depth and will be expanded to include issues of intraethnic conflict that also confront immigrant communities. Although Blainey’s
immigration views were controversial and were even branded ‘racist’ by some,
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his arguments scratch the surface of the more complex issues of ethnicity and
conflict.

Problems with Hmong Resettlement in Australia
Most Hmong in Australia came as refugees during the mid to late 1980s;
however, some Hmong families, including some from New Zealand, have also
immigrated since then.

Because almost all of them had lived in refugee

camps in Thailand, and prior to that had lived oblivious to the outside world in
rural Laos, most Hmong knew nothing of Australia prior to their arrival, let
alone the sensitive political, social and cultural climate they were flying into to.
From the perspective of the Hmong they were fleeing a past of war and
persecution, into a future that included life in a little known country but one
they were told was ‘flowing with milk and honey’. This oblivion and ignorance
was of course brought into a realistic perspective once the Hmong arrived in
Australia. Although most Australians were ignorant of the very existence of a
group of people called Hmong, the mere presence of the Hmong in Australia
typified the type of troublesome refugee immigrant branded and criticized by
anti-Asian immigration detractors. The Hmong who came to Australia were
largely uneducated, unskilled, and unable to speak English. They exemplified
the ‘worst aspects’ of the so-called ‘Asian invasion’. Hence their experience in
adapting to life in Australia, given the context of the Australian immigration
debate at the time, is crucial.
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Bev Holland, who worked as an English teacher among Hmong resettlers in
Tasmania and eventually pastored the first Hmong church in Australia, said
because the Hmong were unlike any Asians Australians had ever seen, it was
extremely difficult to adjust and fit in to the Australian way of life. She said this
difference left them vulnerable to outside exploitation, and that this
vulnerability and insecurity spread within the community. Holland said:
Because of their difference they stood out more than other Asian
cultures and at times suffered terrible discrimination and racism. When
the Hmong first arrived they were not very employable because most
were illiterate and could not speak English. They were under
tremendous amounts of pressure and it affected them personally but it
had an even greater impact on the community as a whole because in
their past they had suffered as a community in Laos. This sense of
suffering was continued in Australia but was more personal. It was
suffering like they had never known (Personal Communication August
2001).
Twenty years on and it seems little has changed for the Hmong as they
continue to settle into life in Australia. Paul Toohey in his report on the life of
one Hmong community in Atherton, North Queensland said:
The Hmong believe they are subjected to racism they can’t quite put
their fingers on – maybe it’s just that people think they’re odd…Around
the traps here, farmers complain that the Hmong won’t work hard
enough and that they are always trying to avoid paying tax by
demanding cash for labour (Toohey 2002).
This resettlement experience is important given the projected problems of
inter-ethnic conflict pinpointed in the Blainey argument. Even though much of
what Blainey described was emotive, the Hmong experience does provide an
example of the difficulty faced by some ethnic groups in adjusting and being
accepted by Australians.

Although these issues are mostly not of the
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immigrants’ making, they are significant in the creation and peddling of
stereotypes about immigrants and immigration.

Docker and Fischer claim that such views strike at the very core of
multicultural societies such as Australia. They argue:
We experience a plethora of over-lapping, competing and unresolved
contradictions: colonial versus post-colonial, old settlers versus new
settlers, indigenous people versus invaders, majority versus
innumerable minorities, white against black or coloured, the search for
a collective, inclusive or ‘national identity’ vis-à-vis the search for
individual and personal or group identity, based on ethnicity, language,
country of origin, or religion. All these struggles are played out on the
same but rather less than level playing field: social antagonisms, class
and gender differences continue to play decisive roles in the game of
identity recognition (2000:4).
These contradictions, struggles and inter-ethnic issues highlighted by Docker
and Fischer accurately portray the Australian social, political and cultural
fabric the Hmong sought to attach themselves to when they arrived in
Australia.

Curthoys says that in Australia there are two distinct debates

concerning the significance of descent, belonging and culture.

The first

revolves around the indigenous and non-indigenous peoples while the second
centres on immigrant communities and their challenge to Australian society at
large (2000:121). Andrew Jakubowicz argues: “Multiculturalism has become
an ideology that maintains divisions within the working class, either
consciously or not” (Jakubowicz 1984:28). Jupp (1997) goes on to say that
although the public rhetoric applauds multiculturalism, the reality is migrants
remain a lower paid under-class performing menial tasks and generally having
a lower standard of living to the rest of Australian society. Like any multiethnic issue – this situation in Australia is complex.
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Given this, and a background of the 1960s and 1970s in which ethnicity and
the resultant cohesion and cultural difference were frowned upon, it is clearly
evident that the relocation of the Hmong to Australia was never going to be as
easy as the Hmong were led to believe in the refugee camps of Thailand.
Immense cultural differences, enormous technological gaps in societies,
different laws, climate, education, gender roles, employment structure,
language, government bureaucracy, on top of the social and political
undertones of the time, provide a daunting snapshot of the problems facing
the Hmong upon their arrival in Australia.

The Hmong were also at a

disadvantage in that because they were a people without a homeland, their
identity was blurred as part of the immigration process. This was evident in
the fact that during their arrival in Australia they were regarded as Lao, given
most were born in Laos. Although this identification is true in terms of their
national identity, it was completely untrue in terms of their ethnic identity. It
has taken some 20 years for the notion of ethnic identity to be rectified in
Australian bureaucratic realms with the 2001 Australian census becoming the
first one since 1986 to ask questions based on ethnic identity rather than the
more ambiguous question of national identity.

It is curious that the 2001

Australian census actually used the Hmong as an example of a people group
with ethnic identity living in Australia. The data collected from this census will
be discussed later, but the official classification of the Hmong in Australia had
important impacts on the cohesion and adaptation of the community to
Australian multicultural society.
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Australian multiculturalism is based on a very large number of quite small
fragments of cultural diversity embedded in a larger Anglo-Celtic cultural
environment.

Within the fragments there are further divisions based on

ideology, generation, experience and organizational rivalries (Jupp 1997:
140).

Jupp’s appraisal provides an accurate representation of the

environment in which the Hmong entered when they came to Australia.
Although the Hmong had lived as an ethnic minority in foreign cultural
contexts for hundreds of years, the foreign culture they entered when they
came to Australia was unlike anything they had ever encountered before.
Given that this environment included quite negative ideals towards Asians, the
future for the Hmong arriving in Australia looked somewhat grim but different
to the grim life and death struggle they had faced in the refugee camp. As
Castles argues, it seems obvious that immigration to Australia is inevitably
going to involve a cultural leap if migrants come from a significantly different
culture (Castles 1992:125). Fung and Jie in their experience with Chinese
migrants in Australia said immigrants knew little of Australian culture before
arriving in Australia. Their knowledge was limited to superficial aspects of
Australian culture such as: Australia is vast and isolated, it is predominantly
European in culture, it is democratic, modern, affluent, stable and free (Fung
& Jie 1996:7). Although this knowledge could be considered very basic and
perhaps even idealistic rather than accurate, it is advanced compared to the
knowledge of the Hmong who came to Australia. Lao Ly said:
(I) wanted to go to the US but when an Australian aid worker told me
that ‘every Australian no matter how rich or poor had a car in his yard’ I
decided to come here (Toohey 2002).
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In interviews I conducted with more than 50 Hmong in North Queensland, the
Hmong were unanimous with regard to their lack of knowledge about Australia
prior to coming to Australia. They said:
We knew nothing. Someone from the Australian government came to
the refugee camp and showed us pictures of Australia. You know,
kangaroos, beach, city and cars. That was all. We knew it was safe,
free and better than the refugee camp – that was it (Personal
Communication June 2001).

I knew nothing. Just that it would be better. When I saw the pictures in
the refugee camp I knew that I now had hope of a better life (Personal
Communication 2002).
We didn’t even know where Australia was but people in the camp said
we would have to learn English and we would have a new and good
life. We saw strange animals and beautiful jungle like Laos (Personal
Communication October 2002).
Given this lack of knowledge about this ‘promised land’ it is therefore not
surprising many Hmong experienced a deep sense of ‘culture shock’ and
alienation from the wider community when they arrived in Australia. Fung and
Jie (1996) said the Chinese immigrants they studied faced several problems
once living in Australia that stemmed from cultural difference, loneliness,
having the liberty to criticize and have an opinion, having to think for
themselves, making decisions, taking the initiative and the ‘hardened hearts’
of Australians towards Asian migrants (1996:7).

Conversely, the lack of

knowledge Australians had about the Hmong was also an important issue in
the resettlement process of the Hmong. Coughlan (1991) says in his study of
Indochinese refugee settlement in Australia there appears to be very little
knowledge in Australia concerning Laos or the people of Laos. However, this
lack of knowledge could be magnified exponentially for the Hmong, with most
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Australians unaware of the group’s existence.

In 2001, the Queensland

Government’s Multicultural Affairs Department sought to address these types
of issues by producing a report on the state’s emerging ethnic communities.
The report acknowledged that groups such as the Hmong are:
Often lacking earlier generations of settlers or an Australian-born
second generation, generally lack organized advocacy or social
networks, have difficulty accessing government services, and may
require substantial assistance and time to settle effectively in Australia
(2001:1).
The report, which drew on research conducted by James Jupp, Andrea
McRobbie and Barry York on emerging ethnic communities in Australia,
defined small groups as those with a maximum number of 15,000 permanent
residents and outlined nine prerequisites for successful settlement to Australia
including:
•

Access to English-language teaching at an appropriate level, taking
both immediate and long-term objectives into consideration.

•

Effective information on services and programs in appropriate
languages using accessible media.

•

Translating and interpreting services readily available at an appropriate
level of proficiency.

•

Recognition and utilization of work skills and access to the labour
market

and

to

training

programs;

on-arrival

programs

and

accommodation to orient new arrivals and especially refugees.
•

A network of ethno-specific and migrant resource facilities on a
voluntary, grant-aided basis.
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•

The capacity to maintain language, religion and culture as a necessary
psychological report.

•

Access to all public services through intermediary staff who are either
competent in or sensitive to, the cultural and linguistic variety of their
clientele.

•

Community relations which are not threatening or discriminatory.

•

Meeting special requirements of refugees such as torture and trauma
counseling or emergency economic support (2001:9-11).

The Queensland Government ultimately believes a migrant can settle into
Australian society within two to three years. It is claimed this settlement is
clear and is exhibited when the migrants:
•

Secure accommodation and employment.

•

Do not become a charge on the public purse.

•

Are not physically or psychologically inhibited from working.

•

Are not alienated from society to the extent of becoming a social
menace.

•

Can socialize with work mates and neighbours (2001:12-15).

The government also claims an ethnic group is integrated when they:
•

Are not alienated from the Australian society.

•

Behave in a manner that does not depart from mainstream norms.

•

Do not attract hostile attention from the majority (2001:12-15).

However, the report also highlights a maximalist approach. According to this
model the migrant is settled:
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•

Who is employed at the same level of qualifications and experience as
before departure (or better).

•

Whose lifestyle is better than in the previous homeland by the migrant’s
own judgment.

•

Who has full command of the majority language.

•

Who has taken out citizenship and intends to remain.

•

Who does not feel discriminated against; (Note: these processes may
take a lifetime) (2001).

According to this model an ethnic community is integrated when:
•

Its broad social character is not significantly different from the norm.

•

It can maintain its language and culture without hostility from the
majority.

•

Its members feel free to identify with it while also feeling full citizens
with the majority.

•

Its members are proportionately represented in positions of wealth,
power and influence.

•

Community and media opinion-makers cease to query its legitimacy.

•

It can provide a range of social, religious and educational facilities
directed at an ethnic clientele (2001).

If these criteria are to be applied to the almost 1,500 Hmong now living in
Queensland then it could generally be concluded that the resettlement of the
Hmong to Australia has been a categorical failure. The Hmong dependence
on welfare, reluctance to learn English, alienation from the Australian
community, the isolated occurrence of cultural traditions such as ‘bridal
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kidnapping’ which are illegal in a modern nation, and an inability to socialize
with the so-called majority, characterize their community in Australia. Lee
(1997) in his article Asian Settlement and the Media in Australia argues that
research conducted by Monash University’s Centre for Population and
Immigration Research often focused on controversial issues such as welfare
dependency and migrant resident concentration, which were then picked up
by the media which produced biased and stereotypical stories. He argues:
This chain of events has created the perception that Vietnamese, and
other similarly placed migrant groups are unable and unwilling to
become self-supporting, because they are alleged to see Australia as a
‘welfare paradise’ (Lee 1997).
Although it is accurate to argue the Australian media often seeks to print
biased and stereotypical perceptions when it comes to ethnic communities, it
surely should not mean that researchers avoid identifying these types of
problems in ethnic communities. In many ways it could be argued that ethnic
groups such as the Hmong would be disadvantaged if the bias were to swing
the other way, painting a picture of success and harmony, when in fact intraethnic issues and problems not only exist, but are widespread. The reality is
that until the recent publication of Tapp and Lee’s volume The Hmong in
Australia, the realm of Hmong studies in Australia had painted a relatively
positive profile of an ethnic community adjusting to life in a modern nation
state.

However, Tapp and Lee’s volume highlights some of the issues that

have emerged within Australia’s Hmong community.

This analysis is important because it provides a balanced view of both the
positive and negative issues associated with cultural recontextualization for
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minority communities. It also contradicts some of the widespread opinions
and perceptions that Hmong resettlement in Australia has been largely
successful.

In 1988, the Melbourne Herald Sun somewhat prematurely

reported that the Hmong:
Is one of the most successful migrant groups in Australia. Apart from
very recent arrivals there is full employment, a two-percent self
employment rate and a 55 percent home ownership rate (October
1988).
In 1989 the then Prime Minister Bob Hawke nationally proclaimed the success
of Hmong immigration to Australia. He said:
Hmong Australians are one of the most recently arrived groups in this
country. Their number is, of course, small but their courage in seeking
to take their place in our community, the contribution they have already
made to our society and the welcome diversity their culture has added
to the Australian way of life are out of proportion to their size (Lee
1997).
However, beneath this rhetoric of success there has been an underpinning of
struggle and ethnic tension within Australia’s ethnic Hmong community as it
has sought to recontextualize itself and adapt to a foreign society and culture.
The essence of this is best summed up in an Australian Ethnic Affairs
Commission report which says:
Multiculturalism has helped further the promotion and appreciation of
cultural diversity as a national asset by assisting ethnic groups to
maintain and share their cultural heritage through government funding
and participation in the cultural life of the nation. It has served to
promote tolerance of ethnic differences. However, it has not been able
to reach the grassroots level, particularly with ethnic communities
which are ridden with intra-community conflicts, as these conflicts have
not been prevented through the policy (Lee 1997:33).
The New South Wales Ethnic Affairs Council claims the degree of vulnerability
experienced by an ethnic community is influenced by a lack of English, a
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refugee background, low levels of education and skill, a high proportion of
women, high visibility, cultural distance from the Australian majority, lack of
consolidated resources and susceptibility to unemployment. This model of
vulnerability is indicative of the Hmong resettlement in Australia.

However, it is also important to recognize that the relocation of Hmong to
Australia has not been without its successes.

The development of

cooperative farming organizations, housing cooperatives, cultural and
community organizations, self-employment and the introduction of organic
farming practices have been among the community’s great achievements
since resettling in Australia. These developments have created employment
opportunities among community members and have resulted in lucrative
contracts that have seen the Hmong provide produce to five-star hotels and
restaurants in both Hobart and Cairns.

In addition, the presence of the

Hmong at the famous Salamanca Markets in Hobart and Rusty’s Market in
Cairns has resulted in members of the Hmong community becoming key
tourist drawcards in both cities.

Often wearing traditional clothing and

displaying their produce in a traditional manner, the marketplaces in Hobart
and Cairns have not only provided the Hmong community with

familiar

environments to do business but have also served as a crucial meeting place
between Hmong and Australian culture.

These market-based enterprises

have been among the most successful and significant in breaking down the
barriers between Hmong and Australian culture in Australia. However, it is
important to ensure that resettlement is investigated with balance, and the
reality is that for the Hmong, the negatives are now outweighing the positives.
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FIGURE 1: A Hmong backyard in the southern
Cairns suburb of Edmonton.

FIGURE 2:
Hmong stall, Rusty Markets,
Cairns, North Queensland.

Although government bodies, academics and social welfare organizations
have done much to identify vulnerability factors in immigrant communities,
very little research has been done on the manifestations of this vulnerability.
Key factors such as unemployment, welfare dependency and alienation from
the majority are widely discussed, but often the impacts of this vulnerability on
cultural degradation are completely overlooked. This, in my view, is a major
oversight. For many immigrant communities, such as the Hmong, it is the
cultural issues that must be resolved first, in order for the other issues to be
addressed.

In a culture with strong kinship relationships, it is these

relationships that need to adjust first before the individual can adjust. In a
culture where the language forms the basis of so many functions in the
community, including the maintenance of kinship relationships, preservation of
language is crucial if the culture is to be preserved. The Hmong arrival in
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Australia clearly confirms that rather than focusing on the individual and
individualism, as is the case in modern society, the host country must adopt a
changed mindset in order to treat immigrants from strong kinship based
cultures as a collective rather than an individual. This kinship mentality is
clearly highlighted by Melbourne-based Hmong doctor Pao Saykao who says:
“We are proud of who we are. Our culture, our closeness is not a hindrance
to integration. It is our means” (2002). Failure to treat ethnic communities like
the Hmong with a collective mentality ultimately contributes and is a catalyst
for intra-ethnic conflict.

Some projects, such as the Hmong Refugees in Tasmania project, which was
commissioned by the Bureau of Immigration, Multicultural and Population
Research, do attempt to deal with the complicated issues surrounding cultural
readjustment. However, projects such as these in Australia are rare. This
oversight among Australia’s emerging communities is somewhat surprising
given the glowing rhetoric Australia’s multicultural policy attracts, and the high
level of cultural retention the policy purports to advocate.

Although

multiculturalism and the political hype surrounding it focuses predominantly on
the positives, the fruits of immigrant vulnerability such as inter-ethnic and
intra-ethnic conflict are not only important for the cultural retention of
Australia’s emerging communities but also for the future stability of the nation.
As the case of the Hmong demonstrates, closed and alienated communities
are a hotbed of potential problems which often exist much to the oblivion of
the surrounding society. They are problems that if not dealt with, will lead to
further instability, conflict, alienation and marginalization within these
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communities and if left unchecked will invariably spread beyond the
boundaries of these ethnic communities.

It is interesting that the Queensland Government report into emerging ethnic
communities also acknowledges that a reasonable time frame for the
resettlement of humanitarian/refugee entrants to Australia is at least five
years. The report says:
The high unemployment rates amongst more established communities,
such as Vietnamese, Cambodian and Lao people, would suggest that
settlement may take a considerable period of time for some
communities…Given the widespread hostility towards immigration, and
the unfounded fears and prejudices which many Australians hold in this
regard, policy makers must remain mindful of developing community
relations as much as targeted services (2001).
This snapshot of emerging communities in Queensland provides a crucial
insight with particular regard to the Hmong. The report, in its analysis of the
50 most requested languages for translation in Queensland, lists the Hmong
language as the 33rd most requested language (see Appendix C). However,
much of this analysis was based on the 1996 Australian census figures, which
contained no specific details on the Hmong. The figures in the report on the
numbers of migrants participating in the Adult Migrant Education Program
(AMEP), which facilitates English language classes for migrants, could also
provide no specific details on the Hmong. Even the data on Lao refugees,
which would be expected to include the Hmong, is considered unreliable by
government departments. These statistical problems have been somewhat
rectified following the inclusion of ethnicity in the 2001 Australian census.
However, what this demonstrates is that in the 20 years of Hmong settlement
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to Australia prior to this, there was ample opportunity for the Hmong to fall
between the cracks of Australia’s refugee resettlement program and it has
been this environment which has created a fertile ground for inter-ethnic
conflict and, as a consequence, intra-ethnic conflict.

Hmong Diversity in Australia
Before the small wave of Hmong refugees reached Australian shores, a tiny
community of educated Hmong had already established their home in
Australia. The first group of Hmong immigrants arrived in Australia as part of
the Colombo Plan in the late 1960s and 1970s. These seven scholarship
recipients came to Australia from Laos and studied at universities in major
cities such as Sydney and Melbourne and by their own admission they have
acknowledged that they had little understanding of traditional Hmong culture
when they came to Australia (Falk 1992). However, with the collapse of the
Vientiane Government in 1975, these students were given asylum to stay in
Australia by the Federal Government. Within months, those studying under
the Colombo Plan brought their wives and children to Australia and Australia
had begun receiving its first Hmong immigrants as a result of the political
events unfolding in South-East Asia. By 1980 there were five Hmong families
in Tasmania. In 1985 the first Hmong family to be settled in Australia under
the Community Refugee Settlement Scheme (CRSS) arrived.

They were

followed by another nine families under the same program in 1987 when the
Hmong community grew to 91. The following year another 17 families arrived
(Daniels 1988). Almost all of the new arrivals settled in Tasmania.
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Two of the Colombo Plan recipients who still live in Australia, Vue Thaow and
Gary Lee, were responsible for inspiring this resettlement and are now leaders
and symbols of Hmong success in Australia.

Although both men have

achieved career status and notoriety in Australia, they came to Australia under
vastly different circumstances to many of the Hmong refugees who were
relocated here via the refugee program. However, in spite of this, the men
used their Australian citizenship as a means of facilitating the arrival of the
first wave of refugees from Thailand. Vue Thaow said:
I sponsored relatives who had fled to Thai refugee camps. By the end
of 1980 there were five families here. The first family to be settled
under the Community Refugee Settlement Scheme (CRSS) arrived in
1985, sponsored by the Seventh Day Adventist Church. Nine more
families were settled under the scheme in 1987. The Hmong
community had grown to 91 persons aged from two months to 60 years
(1988:1).
It is perhaps interesting that although this immigration of refugees was ‘forced’
on the Australian Government, the Hmong living in Australia also had an
agenda. In 1983 the Hmong-Australia Society, which was founded by Gary
Lee, launched a ‘cultural program’ campaign with the Australian government
in a bid to add four new criteria for the intake of Hmong refugees to Australia.
These criteria, which were eventually accepted by the government, included
an ability of the Hmong refugees to play the qeej and knowledge of the funeral
ritual. In 1988 Vue Thaow expanded on this, clearly outlining the Hmong
agenda for Australian resettlement. He said:
Our aim is to achieve a community size of at least 500 members for the
(Hmong) community to be viable. The sooner this number can be
reached the quicker we can pursue our economic and cultural aims.
With this in mind we will, therefore settle any number at all that can be
made available to us (1988:1).
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These comments are important because they demonstrate that the migration
of the Hmong to Australia was not haphazard or ill-planned. The Hmong, who
had lived in Australia prior to the refugee program had identified a ‘critical
mass’ of Hmong necessary for the cultural survival of the Hmong community
in Australia.

This point is crucial in highlighting the fact the Hmong see

cultural retention as the most significant aspect in maintaining their identity or
their ‘Hmongness’. The fact Vue Thaow was able to identify 500 people as
being a ‘critical mass’ necessary for cultural survival in Australia demonstrates
that considerable thought and strategy was associated with the Hmong
involvement in Australia’s Community Refugee Settlement Scheme. Lee also
emphasizes that for the Hmong to exist, their way of life must also be
preserved (Lee 1996). The desire to increase the number of Hmong migrants
to Australia was also spurred on by a need for religious and cultural
practitioners, capable of teaching, upholding and expressing cultural patterns.
Vue Thaow said:
One of the most important goals is to keep our culture. For this to be
possible, we need ceremonial leaders. We have none in Tasmania.
There are very few in the whole of Australia who are currently serving
the Hmong Community Australia-wide. Unless more of these leaders
are brought in, the Hmong culture will die soon (Daniels 1988:23).
This also demonstrates that inter-ethnic conflict and interaction were identified
by the Hmong as something that may impact on the intra-ethnic relations of
the Hmong in Australia.
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As a consequence of this proactive migration, 11 Hmong clans migrated to
Australia. These included the Chang, Hang, Her, Lee, Lor, Moua, Pao, Thao,
Vang, Vue and Yang clans. Of these the Yang, Vang, Lee and Thao are the
most numerous (Falk 1994). This clan diversity was also crucial to Hmong
‘cultural survival’, with the Hmong required to marry outside their clan. Hence,
the more clans the more chance of finding a suitable partner and the less
chance of intercultural marriage. It is perhaps interesting to note that issues
of intra-ethnic conflict confronted the Hmong in Australia, before the issues of
inter-ethnic conflict.

This is in many ways the result of the Hmong’s

complicated kinship system. Thaow in his recollections of Hmong settlement
in Australia said there were often times of conflict and distance between the
Hmong sponsors, who had facilitated Hmong immigration to Australia, and the
newly-arrived Hmong refugees. He said:
Even with a common language there is still a time when the new arrival
and the sponsors cannot come to terms with certain issues. These
new arrivals are those who have been through conditions which none
of us could imagine have happened (Daniels 1988:23).
These sponsor issues were magnified when church groups and other
community organizations began sponsoring the arrival of Hmong refugees.
Bev Holland said the issue of ignorance and misunderstanding between
sponsors and the Hmong in Tasmania forced many Hmong to distrust and
question the motives of Australians. Holland said:
There were a number of problems between sponsors and the Hmong.
Some of the problems existed within the community but most came
between the Australians lack of understanding of their culture. It
ultimately alienated the Hmong even further. They were in a foreign
country, with a foreign culture, with modern technology and they
couldn’t read and write. They felt alone, lost and desperate. Their
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relocation to Australia was a fertile ground for problems (Personal
Communication August 2001).
It was widely believed in Australia that these problems could be rectified by
attempting to reinvigorate the traditional kinship structures. However, these
hopes have been shattered through the growing complacency of a new
generation of Hmong in Australia.

Thong Phouminrath, in his study of Lao immigration to Australia, claims that in
contrast to the Hmong, Lao community groups and organizations were formed
reluctantly in Australia rather than with a desire to establish meaningful
organizations. He says:
With many Lao associations, there were no common established goals
from the beginning. For the majority of members the only goals is the
lowest common denominator of having an association or to be seen to
have one to belong to (Phouminrath 1992).
However, the Hmong desire to establish community organizations in Australia
was calculated and in many ways inspired by the strong kinship ties related to
the traditional social structure of Hmong communities. It is interesting, that
today there are some 1,836 Hmong living in Australia (Australian Census
2001). This population was, until recently, generally divided into four main
communities each comprising about 500 people.

For example, the 2001

Australian Census revealed 900 Hmong living in Cairns and Innisfail in Far
North Queensland, a further 500 living in Melbourne in Victoria, and just under
400 living in Hobart in Tasmania – the original arrival point for the Hmong in
Australia. More recently, Lee (2004) recorded a population shift within the
Australian Hmong community (see Figure 3). Although the ‘critical mass’ of
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500 has been maintained by the Hmong since their arrival, the numbers within
these tightly-knit communities have not been great enough to prevent the
erosion of culture, resulting in an inability to perform rituals and religious
ceremonies because of a widespread lack of practitioners, and changes in the
traditional leadership structure and style. This situation has recently been
exacerbated in the Tasmanian community with the mass migration of most
Hmong families from the island state to Hmong communities in other parts of
mainland Australia.

FIGURE 3:
Hmong
distribution in Australia.

Northern
Territory
Queensland

Western
Australia
South Australia
New
South
Wales

Victoria

Tasmania
Adapted from: (Tapp & Lee 2004:24)

In September 2003, the reality of losing most of the Hmong community in
Tasmania was lamented by community leader Vue Thaow. He said:
I would love to have an even bigger community here, so we could be
able to do whatever we wanted to do, but now that hope’s dead.
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Everyone’s gone and there’s only a few families left here. That hope of
having a viable Hmong community here is dead (ABC Stateline
September 2003).
These problems have arisen as a direct result of modernization and the
inability of the Hmong leaders to recontextualize their culture quickly enough
amid this modernization. For most the stresses of modern life and the desire
for material pleasure and success have dictated their decisions to leave a
‘viable’ community in search of financial security.

The strategies to preserve Hmong culture in Australia were implemented
under the umbrella of the Hmong-Australia Society which was formed as a
modern organization in Victoria in 1978 to facilitate a familiar environment for
the Hmong to adapt to Australian society. The Hmong-Australia Society’s
main objectives were:
1. To assist Hmong refugees in their settlement in Australia.
2. To foster mutual assistance and understanding between the Hmong and
other ethnic communities.
3. To uphold Hmong cultural traditions.
4. To safeguard Hmong interest in general (Lee 1985).
Although the organization proved to be a mobilizing and unifying focal point,
with a generally positive commitment to cultural retention and Australia’s
multiculturalism, it was not without its weaknesses. This organization worked
within the traditional kinship structures of Hmong society to facilitate these
aims within the Hmong community, however, the organization itself, by its very
nature, actually initiated a process which has challenged the very fabric of
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Hmong social, but more specifically leadership structure. Pao Saykao (1997)
in his six point outline of Hmong leadership identifies how the modern
organizational structures established in Australia often conflict with the
traditional Hmong leadership structures.

Hmong leaders are those who

display the following six characteristics:
•

Noj tau, hais tau – leading by example.

•

Siab loj, siab dav – being kind and considerate.

•

Coj lus taug – being controlled and diplomatic.

•

Coj ncaj – being just and fair in all dealings.

•

Nyiam kwv tij neej nysa, nyiam phooj nyiam ywg – being sociable and
mixing well with others.

•

Paub kev cai – knowing the rules, customs and norms.

Pao points out that the leader of the Hmong is responsible for the conduct of
all members of the community. Quite clearly, the role of the Hmong leader is
crucial for the direction and functioning of the community. That ultimately
means strong leadership correlates with cultural retention, while weak or
inadequate leadership results in cultural erosion. However, that assessment
is not necessarily fair or accurate. When the leaders of an ethnic community
encounter forces that are foreign, powerful and erosive to culture, such as
cultural relocation, modernization and globalization, then regardless of
leadership style, there is going to be problems. However, in Australia these
problems were exacerbated by the fact that few leaders actually immigrated
and few Hmong were drilled in the rituals associated with their culture. Hence
the Hmong who came to Australia inherited a new country and a cultural
vacuum. Although this lack of knowledge was addressed somewhat by the
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Hmong-Australia Society there were still vast gaps in their knowledge.
Similarly those who participate in Hmong rituals often perform one role and
therefore lack knowledge of the whole ritual. Gary Lee says the dislocation
the Hmong suffered as part of war in Laos and the trauma they endured in
their escape from the communists in Laos meant the oral traditions simply
disappeared from people’s memories (Falk 1992).

These extraordinary

circumstances ultimately placed greater pressure on the Hmong when they
relocated to Australia.

It is interesting that the first five Hmong leadership characteristics highlighted
by Pao relate specifically to the character of the leader, but it is the sixth point
that has created the greatest amount of concern and conflict within the Hmong
community in Australia. The lack of knowledge among community members,
but particularly leaders, was a source of great anxiety for many Hmong
settlers. The concern and conflict has arisen on many levels. Firstly, because
few Hmong leaders chose to make the journey to Australia there was a
tremendous gap in the level of cultural and leadership knowledge.

This

problem was recognized early on in the Hmong resettlement in Australia,
when Vue Thaow called for Hmong leaders with ‘cultural knowledge’ to be
included in the exodus of Hmong refugees to Australia. Secondly, the spiritual
practices of these social norms, customs and rituals are performed by
shamans, or community spiritual leaders. They, like the Hmong leaders, also
came to Australia in small numbers. Thirdly, and probably most significantly,
some of the Hmong leaders, and those knowledgeable in the cultural and
spiritual practices of the Hmong either converted to Christianity in the refugee
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camps in Thailand or upon arriving in Australia. This ‘change of heart’ caused
the converts to refuse to share elements of the culture they believed to be
satanic or unbeneficial to the Hmong community in Australia.

Because

Hmong cultural rituals and spiritual rituals are deeply intertwined, knowledge
of many practices associated with key Hmong events such as marriage, death
and New Year ceremonies have been lost in the 20 years since the Hmong
have come to Australia. This withholding of information has created deep
divisions in the Hmong community between those wanting to preserve
Hmongness and those seeking to share the Christian gospel with their Hmong
brothers, while at the same time also wanting to preserve Hmongness. The
result has been conflict at all levels of society. As Lee argues:
Two dominant features of Hmong society are their social structure and
religion. Hmong social groupings are generally the product of kinship
organization and its manifestations through the rituals of ancestor
worship, two aspects of Hmong culture which are intricately related to
each other…A Hmong religion cannot be separated from social
groupings and relations with other Hmong are only meaningful in terms
of whether or not they share similar ancestral rites. Therefore, he
cannot do without his kinsmen and a good knowledge of their rituals in
order to carry on his Hmong existence (Lee 1996).
Hence, it could be concluded that this intra-ethnic conflict in Australia’s
Hmong community threatens the very existence of Hmong ethnicity in
Australia.

Conclusion
The Hmong resettlement experience in Australia demonstrates clearly how
inter-ethnic conflict, modernization and globalization can have a direct impact
on the ethnicity of a minority community. The case of the Hmong in Australia
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clearly demonstrates an ethnic group that falls into Jupp’s category of a
migrant community ‘not doing well’ in Australia’s multicultural environment.
The Hmong who came to Australia between 1975 and 1995 reflect the
complexity of ethnicity in the modern, globalized world.

As divisive as

Blainey’s comments were in 1984, he was right in highlighting that the ethnic
mix within the Australian context would cause problems. The case of the
Hmong demonstrates that these problems have emerged not only for the
state, but more importantly for the Hmong, whose ethnicity has faced
unprecedented challenges. Although Blainey’s comments were emotive and
derogatory two points need to be highlighted looking at his comments in
retrospect.

The first is that he was right in suggesting that cultural differences between
immigrant communities and Australian society could result in social division.
The case of the Hmong clearly demonstrates that this has occurred. The
Hmong communities in Australia are essentially ‘closed’ or tightly-knit with
most Hmong having little to do with people outside their community. This
division has led to calls from educators and social workers for mediators and
liaison workers to work as links between the Australian community and the
Hmong community as a means of meeting needs and integrating the
community into wider society.

Conversely, the Hmong have found their

attempts to integrate have often been met with resistance and suspicion by
the wider community. One Hmong woman in Cairns said:
We are trying but it is so hard for us. We don’t understand the culture
and when we try we are ridiculed and laughed at. We are often hurt
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and this makes us want to hide (Personal Communication November
2002).
The second aspect of Blainey’s argument which has come to fruition is his
prediction that small things related to immigration will cause community
resentment.

As the comments of nurses and neighbours regarding the

Hmong’s ability to care for their children, their lifestyle and their work ethics
highlight, these have become important issues. His predictions of problems
stemming from ‘noodles drying on the clothes line’ take on new significance
and importance given some reactions and responses to Hmong resettlement
in Australia.

However, what is important to note is that although these issues are
significant, they are symptomatic of much greater issues. Unfortunately, that
is what Blainey overlooks. The case of the Hmong in Australia demonstrates
that these issues of resettlement stem, more often than not, from deep
internal issues that emerge as an ethnic minority community attempts to
recontextualize its ethnicity as a consequence of change.

These internal

conflicts are destructive to the future of a community’s ethnicity and produce
two main responses. The first is that they create marginalized and divided
sectors within already divided communities and in radical situations can result
in ethnic community members being ostracized from their community and
ethnicity. These issues will be discussed in greater depth, in reference to the
Australian context in Chapter 6.
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CHAPTER 6
INTRA-ETHNIC CONFLICT AND THE HMONG IN AUSTRALIA

Introduction
This chapter seeks to further develop the hypotheses being argued in this
thesis by providing specific examples of the manifestations of intra-ethnic
conflict within the Hmong community in Australia. To do this, the issue of
inter-ethnic conflict, modernization and globalization will be examined, by
looking specifically at how the introduction of new religion and culture has
influenced the Hmong in Australia. The social, cultural and religious change
that has occurred as a consequence of this change will be linked to the
emergence of intra-ethnic conflict within the Australian Hmong community.
The chapter will then seek to look at the ramifications of intra-ethnic conflict by
citing examples from fieldwork research on marginalization that has occurred
within the already marginalized Australian Hmong community.

This

marginalization will be demonstrated in three ways. The first will examine the
differences between the Christian Hmong community and the traditional
animistic Hmong community. This is particularly important because as Moua
(1995) points out Christianity is no longer a religious entity in Hmong
communities, but has become a social institution. The second will examine
the plight of a small group of Hmong in North Queensland which has been
completely ostracized from the traditional Hmong community because of their
somewhat radical religious beliefs. The third will look at the impact of social
and cultural changes, including first language attrition. These issues will add
further support to the fourth thesis that within Hmong communities, ethnicity is
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not a birthright and can be revoked as a result of a deviation from traditional
religious beliefs.
The Emergence of Hmong Conflict
Hmong people around the world generally see themselves and their
communities as being harmonious.

It is this harmony, which has been

highlighted by some (Lee 1986; 1996; 2000, Pao 1997, 2002) as one of the
key attributes of Hmongness. However, the Hmong experience in Australia
has challenged the ideals of Hmong harmony and demonstrates clear
examples of intra-ethnic conflict and its many manifestations. The causes of
this emerging conflict are varied but religion and cultural recontextualization
are key factors. This highlights two points that are crucial to the theses being
argued in this paper. The first is that inter-ethnic communion does lead to
cultural change within both the majority and minority ethnicities involved in
inter-cultural relationships. This cultural exchange can create an environment
in which ethnic tension spills over into conflict. The second is that in some
ethnic communities, religion often serves as the most important defining
indicator of ethnicity and when this is challenged, changed, threatened or
even eradicated as a consequence of this inter-ethnic experience, it results in
the predictable inter-ethnic conflict, but more importantly intra-ethnic conflict
(Moua 1995).

Intra-ethnic conflict emerges particularly between ethnic

traditionalists and ethnic evolvers.

Given this, the disharmony that has

emerged as part of the Hmong resettlement in Australia should not come as
any surprise.

Wesley Ariarajah points out that globalization radically

challenges the ways in which religions and ethnicity are examined.

The

result, as Ariarajah highlights, leads to standardization of culture and religion,
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a challenge to create a sameness of cultural and religious values and an
attack on collective, as well as personal identity. He argues:
Communities need a specific identity. When national identity is taken
away often the last identity to hold on to is religion. When this is
threatened people react. Religion is the most important force for the
mobilization of people (2003).
He argues that most conflicts that occur as result of these identity crises,
occur between different communities rather than individuals. This analysis is
correct in the case of the Hmong in Australia but it would seem the context is
different. Ariarajah refers to different communities, cultures and ethnicities;
however, the case of the Hmong in Australia and Thailand demonstrates that
these same processes of conflict can occur between different communities or
groups within an ethnicity. For example, in the case of the Australian Hmong,
this has resulted in a Christian Hmong community being in conflict with a
traditional animistic Hmong community. It is also important to recognize that
the conflict that arises as a result of these religious differences does not
always involve violence or blatant threatening behaviour, although these
elements may also be present.

However, the conflict may be manifested

through acts of exclusion, ridicule and innuendo. In essence, the fruits of
intra-ethnic conflict in the Hmong community in Australia can be best summed
up by a Hmong Christian woman named Chia who said:
Those who are Christians are probably considered to be abandoning
the Hmong culture for a foreign culture. It seems that one cannot be a
Christian and be a true Hmong. This has created a gap between the
two groups of Hmong that is difficult to fill. I think only God can build
the gaps between the two groups (Personal Communication July
2002).
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This difference that has emerged within Hmong communities in Australia
raises questions over the most contentious hypothesis argued in this thesis,
that of whether ethnicity is a birthright or not. In the case of the Hmong in
Australia it would seem the community members are divided.

Toua Her,

pastor of the only Hmong Christian church in Australia, believes that you can
be Hmong and Christian and that religion makes no difference to one’s
ethnicity. However, in an interview with former North Queensland Hmong
Society president Sao Lee in 2001, he believed that Christianity was
incompatible with Hmongness and that those who had renounced traditional
Hmong beliefs in favour of Christianity had ‘sold out’ their ethnicity (Personal
Communication May 2001). Although Hmong scholar Gary Lee is not as clear
cut as his brother Sao Lee, he does see traditional Hmong animism as crucial
in unifying the Hmong. He says:
When I did a lot of research into the Hmong religion I realized that the
Hmong religion is a group religion. It is a religion that binds family
together, that binds a clan, that binds a village together (Compass
Program ABC 2001).
Lee, who himself has renounced his Christian faith in favour of traditional
Hmong religion, says he believes Christianity is more about individualism
rather than promoting a collective Hmong consciousness.

It is therefore an obvious conclusion that when this cultural and spiritual glue
is removed from the Hmong community, then the first and most significant
casualty is the cohesiveness and unity of the community.

This view was

supported by most Hmong Christians who said their new-found faith in
Christianity had led to several changes to their behaviour in the community.
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Chia, who was quoted earlier in this chapter, said Christian Hmong no longer
practice animal sacrifice, use the shaman to heal the sick, no longer have
strict rules on wedding negotiation, no longer chant or use the qeej to sing and
send the dead off to a dark distant land where their ancestors are. She said:
Christians believe in Jesus Christ and believe He is the new sacrifice.
They believe that he is the priest and he is where Christians want to be.
This causes spiritual, cultural, physical, clan and kinship separation.
We are aware of the implications of our actions and our belief. But we
do not do this to belong to a foreign culture, we do it because traditional
Hmong religion is frightening. Once we surrender it there is no more
fear (Personal Communication July 2001).
These differing opinions provide an obvious foundation for intra-ethnic conflict
within Australia’s Hmong community and Hmong communities globally.
Converting to a new religion is not only about adopting a new belief system
but often it involves a complete separation and even disdain for the ‘old
cultural ways’, contributing to the threat or potential threat of conflict. Nancy
Martin (2003) argues that traditions and cultures must be translated into new
contexts and idioms, or they will face irrelevancy, destruction or tokenism
within the globalizing and modernizing environment. It is always going to be
difficult to obtain a consensus about what aspects of ethnicity are important
and what aspects are not. However, it is this process of recontextualization in
the face of change that can cause tremendous cultural disharmony and intraethnic conflict.

The Hmong who came to Australia in the 1980s were almost predominantly
animist. They were also families who were young and unskilled and generally
unaware of Hmong tradition and religion. Lee (1986) warned when these
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Hmong families arrived, that unless they had experience with older Hmong
relatives they would remain spiritually ignorant of the traditional Hmong ways.
He said:
They exist in a religious limbo, neither as Hmong with knowledge and
observances of ancestor worship, nor as Australian with faith in
Christianity. Some appear to be content with this state of affairs, filling
voids of their lives with material objects. Sooner or later, however, they
have to turn to other Hmong, because cultural and language barriers
prevent them from reaching out to members of the host society (Lee
1986).
Lee’s assessment of this relocation experience makes two main assumptions.
The first is an oversimplification and generalization in that to be Australian is
to be Christian. This is no longer indicative in terms of the true Australian
religious context. Nowadays a large proportion of Australians choose not to
believe in any religion, and of those who claim to be Christian less than 10
percent regularly attend church, hence this religious limbo experienced by the
Hmong could be seen somewhat as an adaptive process to a new culture
which does not place such a high value on religious experience or meaning.
The second assumption he makes is that few, if any, Hmong in Australia are
Christian.

Pao (2002) recognizes that about 20 percent of the Hmong

community in Australia is Christian. Although that number may be a little
excessive there is indeed a Christian Hmong community in Australia that
would include at least five percent of the Australian Hmong population. The
planting of a Christian and Missionary Alliance church in the Cairns suburb of
Edmonton in 1995 indicates that the spread of Christianity among the Hmong
in Australia is perhaps more widespread than Lee acknowledges. Although
this church is attended by only about 16 families, its membership
encompasses about 10 percent of the North Queensland Hmong population.
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It is also important to recognize that the decision of the Hmong to turn to each
other as a source of strength and solidarity has left some feeling even more
alienated.

Because the Hmong move to Australia placed them in such

unfamiliar circumstances, the desire to cling to the traditions of the past was
overwhelming. Phia Yang, who now lives in Brisbane, Queensland said:
There was a desire to turn to our past but because we had no leaders,
and no one to conduct the rituals, it left us feeling emptier than ever. It
was like coming to Earth as an alien from space. We didn’t really fit in
as Hmong and we weren’t Australian (Personal Communication
September 2002).
Yang said the Hmong in Australia tried to replicate many of the rituals as best
they could, but because they lacked authenticity, they lacked meaning. He
said the result was that Hmong were left feeling disillusioned and confused.
However, Lee (1993) argues that although many Hmong were initially
reluctant to perform religious ceremonies in Australia, over time they gained
confidence to perform rituals such as soul calling (hu plig), wrist-stringing (khi
tes) and shamanic trance. Although there were some shamans capable of
conducting such rituals, their numbers were few and the rituals were often
performed out a sense of obligation with little understanding of the true
meaning attached to the ritual. This situation was amended somewhat, with
the Hmong-Australia Society successfully lobbying the Australian government
to have experienced Hmong shamanic practitioners immigrate to Australia.
The government complied, and several practitioners came to Australia (Falk
1992). However, it must also be recognized and it is crucial to note that the
need for recognized spiritual practitioners within the Hmong community not
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only lay with the traditional animistic Hmong community.

The Hmong

Christian community also felt the need for religious guidance under Hmong
leadership. Hence in 1995, a Hmong pastor was also sponsored by members
of the Hmong Christian community and the Church of Christ congregation in
Cairns, to come to Australia from Thailand to minister to Christian Hmong in
the North Queensland community.

The desire for Hmong spiritual leadership that developed particularly among
the animist Hmong is not surprising or unusual.

This response supports

Martin’s (2003) claims that an inability to adjust culture and ritual in the face of
modernization leads to tokenism.

Roberta Julian in her research of the

Hmong resettlement in Tasmania supports Martin’s argument claiming that
the success or failure of refugee relocation often hinges on how traditional
household structure, kinship relations, authority and leadership are modified in
the new location (Julian 1994). This analysis summarizes the key issues of
Hmong resettlement in Australia and provides a clear glimpse of why conflicts
have emerged in the Hmong community in Australia. Julian points out:
Just when new groups of refugees, such as the Hmong, Vietnamese
and South Americans, have a need to normalize their lives and
establish a support community, they often find themselves having to
cope with labour markets and housing conditions which require major
adjustments on their part (Julian 1994).
However, although it is 27 years since the first Hmong resettlement to
Australia, the Hmong are still attempting to normalize their lives in an
Australian context. Although some Hmong in Australia have managed to do
this, others have floundered. This has stemmed from the fact that many of the
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cultural factors, which are deemed necessary for Hmongness, have either
never been established or have already been lost as a direct result of the
influence of modernization and integration.

This failure to normalize their

ethnicity is still an enormous source of conflict in Australia’s Hmong
community today. The most dramatic demonstration of Martin and Julian’s
argument in Australia is the recent mass migration of literally hundreds of
Hmong from Tasmania to Brisbane’s southern suburbs. Tasmanian Hmong
leader Vue Thaow said this mass exodus, which occurred in late 2002 and
throughout 2003, was prompted by two main factors. The first was that it was
a deliberate decision by the elders to mobilize the Hmong in Australia and
create a mega-community in Brisbane, with the sole purpose of tackling the
issues of tokenism and cultural complacency and assimilation raised by Martin
and Julian.

Many of the community leaders in Tasmania had become

disillusioned with the haphazard response of the Hmong community to Hmong
cultural events and believed the move to Brisbane and the creation of a larger
community may reinvigorate the desire for Hmongness and the need to
preserve it (Hobart Mercury 2002). The second reason for leaving Tasmania
was a purely economic decision based on the fact that Brisbane offers more
employment opportunities for Hmong youngsters, cheaper housing and a
more affordable cost of living. The move was conducted as an attempt to link
all facets of Hmongness.

As identified in Chapters 3 and 4, within Hmong culture the social, spiritual
and leadership structure are intrinsically linked. There cannot be one without
the others.

Moua supports this arguing that any investigation of Hmong
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culture is not complete without a combined study of religion and culture.
Moua says:
Especially in the Hmong, the two are interwoven to the point that
distinction is not clear. Religion and culture are interdependent and
greatly influence each other. This is exactly why it’s extremely
important to address how Christianity has affected the Hmong culture
(1995).
Lee says that religious practice creates a sense of belonging for an ethnic
community and provides the cultural mortar necessary for an ethnic
community to be bound together (1986).

Cohen says that belief ties the

members of a group to each other but also ties the past generations to the
future generations (Cohen 1971:180). It could therefore be concluded that if
this cultural mortar is derided of its importance, replaced or eroded completely
within an ethnic Hmong community then the solidarity of that community is
also under threat. The introduction of Christianity to the Hmong communities
of Australia and Thailand has challenged the very structure of the traditional
Hmong society. Whereas once this outside spiritual influence was associated
with foreigners and missionaries, and therefore easily fended off, today it has
a Hmong face, with scriptures in both the White and Green Hmong (Hmoob
Daw and Hmong Njua) dialects. Whereas missionaries were the ones who
once bore the brunt of opposition to Christianity, this opposition is now
directed towards Hmong who have assumed and adopted this evangelistic
role.

Whereas once Christian missionaries suffered martyrdom and

persecution at the hands of angry Hmong leaders, today it is Hmong
Christians who are suffering conflict at the hands of their brothers. Although
secularism is an obvious source of intra-ethnic conflict in Hmong communities
in Australia, it’s cause is often subtle and hidden. However, the opposition
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Christianity poses to traditional Hmong religion is much more blatant, hence
the subsequent intra-ethnic conflict is often blatant. The religious aspect of
Hmong culture, more so than any other issue, threatens the stability and
solidarity of Hmong communities today.

Religious Difference and the Hmong in Australia
The most significant area where the Hmong have aimed to normalize their
culture in Australia is the spiritual realm. A former shaman, known only as
Shawn (pseudonym), said he and his family had faced mounting pressure in
Australia to share the Hmong shamanic secrets.

Shawn, who became a

Christian at the Ban Vinai refugee camp in Thailand, said he no longer had
any interest in performing shamanic rituals or playing the reed-pipe (qeej) in
soul-calling ceremonies. He said:
As Hmong I find it very difficult when the men come to me and ask me
how to do something and want advice on healing or something. I tell
them I can’t tell them because I am a Christian and I no longer believe
in it. It is not because anyone as told me not to tell them but it is a
conviction I have inside. It is what I believe to be right. They get angry
and sometimes come everyday to ask me but they always leave
disappointed. I don’t think this is what makes us Hmong but they do. I
think they sometimes think I am betraying them (Personal
Communication November 2002).
Shawn said many members of the Hmong community had visited his home
armed with qeej, or traditional Hmong reed pipes, in a bid to convince him to
teach them to play the songs necessary for Hmong shamanic rituals. He said:
They are so keen to learn but I believe it is no good for them so I don’t
teach them. I try to encourage them to learn about other aspects of
Hmong culture but they say they are not interested. I believe that you
can be Hmong and also Christian. But many do not believe that can be
true (Personal Communication November 2002).
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This division among Christian and animist Hmong in Australia has resulted in
the publication of a booklet entitled ‘Phoo Ntawv Hauvlaug’ (2000) by Hmong
pastor Toua Her. Her said he had written the book to clear up the confusion
and misunderstanding between the Hmong of different religions within the
Australian community. He said:
The Hmong experience in America has not been good. There have
been so many fights between Christian and non-Christian Hmong the
communities are in many parts divided. This is a tragedy. Dogma has
resulted in fundamentalism on both sides. I hope this booklet can
prevent this same thing happening here (Personal Communication
November 2002).
The 28-page booklet provides a step-by-step breakdown of the most common
rituals and events in Hmong culture and includes the roles that can be
undertaken by both Christian Hmong and animist Hmong.

It also clearly

outlines the rituals that Christian Hmong should not participate in. Her said he
wrote the book from both a Christian perspective and a Hmong perspective so
that Hmong would have an understanding of Christianity but also an
understanding of animism so that they might see what makes Christianity so
unique. He said:
This is my attempt to educate and raise awareness for all Hmong. So
often so many of the problems we encounter come from ignorance. As
a leader I see this as important for maintaining understanding and
respect. I know the history of both traditional culture and Christianity.
It is to help Christian Hmong understand our culture better but I also
think it helps those who are not Christian understand our culture as well
as what we believe as Christians (November 2002 Personal
Communication, Cairns, Queensland).
Her said that because of his cultural knowledge he had an important role in
minimizing the potential intra-ethnic conflict in the community. He said he also
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believed that many Hmong people misunderstood why Hmong had decided to
become Christian. He said it was often said that people became Christians
because they wanted to become another culture and wanted to forget their
Hmong heritage. He said some people say it is part of a power struggle and a
chance to become more powerful in a community, while others say it is
because of financial incentive or bribery from missionaries in a bid for them to
gain power over communities.

However, perhaps indicative of the level of conflict between the Christian
Hmong and animist Hmong, a rival booklet entitled ‘Hmong Shamanism’ is
now also being produced. This booklet, which has been produced as part of
the Queensland government-funded Local Area Multicultural Partnerships,
has been designed to increase awareness and understanding of the Hmong
community during the funeral processes as well as assisting the Hmong
community in adapting to traditional rituals in accordance with Australian
regulations. This book is being produced as a means of preserving other
cultural elements.

For example, it is aimed at preserving the Hmong

language, while at the same time making Hmong culture more appealing for a
new generation of Hmong.

Gary Lee says that the Hmong have been able to survive for the past 5,000
years because of their strong desire to be independent and not controlled by
another group or nation (Compass ABC 2001). This, in some way, may serve
to explain the resistance and opposition in Hmong communities to outside
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influences and beliefs such as Christianity. However, Her said none of the
myths about Christian evangelism among the Hmong are true. He said:
Hmong people become Christian because they are frightened. For
thousands of years our people have lived in fear of the spirits of our
ancestors. Some people are so tormented by this they do not sleep
and cannot do anything. They lose their mind and sometimes their life.
People know that if they do not please the spirits they will either be hurt
or die. No one wants to have this fear every day in their life. Hmong
become Christian to escape this fear. When we hear about Jesus and
read the Bible all we hear about is love and forgiveness. There is no
fear there. Western culture does not understand about this fear in our
culture. The shaman is not about love but fear. Our traditional religion
is not about love but fear. To know Jesus forgives me of sin if I believe
in him and that he is my protector is the greatest comfort I can have.
This is the truth as to why Hmong become Christian (Personal
Communication November 2002, Cairns, North Queensland).
Among the key aspects highlighted in Her’s booklet include the processes for
requesting help and the ceremonies associated with funerals, weddings and
Hmong New Year. The booklet also serves to explain the importance of the
complex variety of social relationships within the Hmong community.

For

example, kinship relationships and the need for respecting these relationships
is highlighted, particularly the need for younger community members to
respect older Hmong. Interestingly, many young Hmong in Australia said they
were interested in reading the book because it gave them an understanding of
how they should behave. One teenager named John said he knew that being
Hmong was about being different but he had never been taught about his
culture so he didn’t know how to behave. He said:
This helps me to understand the things that I have always wanted to
know but no one has been able to explain it to me because they don’t
know. I feel I can understand why my family behaves like they do now.
It doesn’t make me feel like an outsider (Personal Communication
March 2004, Cairns, North Queensland).
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The following aspects of the booklet are significant in highlighting the issues
associated with intra-ethnic conflict.
Asking for Help
This ceremony traditionally involves seven steps. The ritual, which is common
in Hmong society shows little variance between Christian and non-Christian
Hmong. The seven steps include:
1. Setting up a table and sitting the person you are requesting help from
behind the table.
2. Providing an alcoholic drink, although Christian Hmong only supply nonalcoholic beverages.
3. Asking the leader of the house for help.
4. Pouring a drink.
5. Explaining the problem while serving him.
6. Pouring a second drink immediately after the first is finished.
7. Thanking him after requesting help by standing, with hands together at
waist height and opened (2000).
Her said that within the Christian community the request for help was still
widely conducted without the inclusion of alcohol. He said:
The type of Christianity we believe in does not allow us to drink alcohol
so we include Fanta or Coca Cola in the ritual instead of beer or the
traditional alcohol that would have been used. This doesn’t seem to
cause anyone too many problems (Personal Communication
November 2002).
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Most Hmong Christians in Australia attend the Christian and Missionary
Alliance denomination, following the evangelism and mission work conducted
by this American-based denomination in Thailand.

Among the church’s

teachings is the discouragement of the consumption of alcohol. Her said he
was often offered beer socially, as well as during ceremonies, but said he did
not drink it because he did not want to compromise his Christian beliefs. He
said:
Although my beliefs might be different, this is me. People must
understand that I am Hmong but I am also a Christian. I will not
compromise either. No one will tell me you can’t be both (Personal
Communication November 2002).
Although these differences between Christian and animist Hmong in
requesting help are minimal and do not cause problems it is the differences in
the much more significant funeral, wedding and New Year festivities that
create the greatest tension and intra-ethnic conflict. Many Hmong do believe
that the act of becoming a Christian immediately compromises Hmongness
and it is that issue that Her attempts to address in his booklet. In the booklet
Her divides these rituals into the practices that can be done by all
communities, the practices that can only be done by animist Hmong and the
practices that can only be done by Christian Hmong. He said his booklet was
not aimed at being a rule book or an attempt at legalistic Christianity, but was
merely a guidebook from which people could take from it what they choose.
He said he targeted issues such as the funeral ritual and weddings because
they were key events within Hmong culture.
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The Funeral Ritual
The common practices that all Hmong can participate in as part of funeral
rituals include:
1. Following the death of a community member an elder calls on the brotherin-law, uncle and two other people to help with the funeral preparations.
2. Two people are given the responsibility of cooking everything with the
exception of rice.
3. Two people are given the responsibility of cooking only rice.
4. Two people are given the task of finding a suitable coffin. In the past this
involved going into the jungle to find suitable materials.
5. Many people are given the responsibility of collecting water for cooking and
wood to be used in the fire.
6. The dead person’s family must contact other family members to inform
them about the death. If this is not done the family may face punishment.
7.

The family must thank those who give gifts at the funeral.

However,

animist Hmong will bow and worship the gift givers while Christian Hmong
thank them but do not worship them.
8. On the last day before the burial table everyone is called around the table
by the elder and each person talks about the person who died and their life.
The affairs of the dead person are also settled and all problems are resolved.
However, if a person does not come to the table then the issue is closed.
9. The person is carried to burial (2000).
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However despite these commonalities between animist and Christian there
are also significant differences (see Table A).
Table A: Differences between Animist and Christian Hmong in Funeral
Ceremonies
Animist Hmong

Christian Hmong

1. During the ceremony one person
tells a long story about the dead
person. Then a rooster is killed. The
rooster is cut open and the liver is
removed. Some of the liver is burnt.
Some bamboo is also cut and this is
to represent the person.
This
attempts to make way for the
movement of the spirit in the belief
that the rooster can lead people to the
after life.

1. A pastor/minister preaches a
sermon about Christianity and the
Gospel. People are reminded that
Jesus Christ is the only source of
salvation.
There is no animal
sacrifice and people are told that
Jesus Christ was sacrificed on the
cross for their sins.

2. A pig is also sacrificed.

2. Elders pray for the family of the
dead person.

3. Two people play the qeej (reed
pipe). Only men are allowed to play
at the funeral ceremony.
Many
people play the drums as well in a
ritual aimed at guiding the spirit of the
dead person.

3. Songs of comfort are sung and
played for the family. However, the
qeej is not played at the funeral
ceremony.

4. On the last night before the funeral
many of the elders and old people get
together and chant all night calling for
blessing upon the dead person’s
family and other kinds of prosperity
for the dead person’s family.

4. The people meet on the night
before the funeral but there is no
chanting or ancestral worship. Only
reflection about the person’s life and
prayer for the family.

5. At the funeral many people lie on
the floor and worship the dead
person. They burn incense and make
offerings to the dead ancestors in the
belief it will bring blessing.

5. At the funeral a eulogy is read
describing the dead person’s life and
how they became a Christian.
Death is seen as a celebration.

6. People burn incense and paper 6. No incense or paper money is
money for the dead ancestors.
burnt or offered to the ancestors.
The sacrifice has already been
made with the death of Jesus Christ
on the cross.
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It would be easy to look at these differences in purely clinical terms. However,
the reaction of the Hmong community following the drowning deaths of three
Hmong teenagers near Sydney in 1992 demonstrates the importance of
rituals such as the funeral ritual to the Hmong. As Catherine Falk highlights in
her in-depth study of the boys’ deaths:
This event threw the Hmong community in Australia into turmoil, not
only because of its tragic and traumatic unexpectedness, but also
because of the ritual requirements that accompany death in Hmong
society (Falk 1992).
Falk concedes that because of legal constraints within Australia the Hmong
have had to recontextualize their funeral ritual in a manner that still relates to
traditional beliefs. She goes on to argue that issues such as the conversion of
Hmong to Christianity have not been a problem within the Hmong community
in Australia. She says:
Very few Australian Hmong have converted to Christianity which
causes particular problems in the kinship system which is so strongly
associated with funeral and burial systems…burials for Christians in
some cases cannot be performed by their clan members because the
converts have rejected their original mortuary customs (1992).
However, although these issues may not have emerged when Falk wrote her
paper, they are increasingly evident as issues given the growing size of the
Christian Hmong community in Australia.

In Australia there are about 80

Hmong Christians, including children. Although these numbers are small, and
smaller than Pao’s earlier estimates, they must be looked at in the context of
the size of the overall community. These are located predominantly within the
Cairns community which has just 500 Hmong residents. Therefore within this
community almost 20 percent of the community is Christian.
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This

concentration of Christian Hmong believers, paints a very different picture to
the one described in Falk’s article and has had significant impacts in the
community regarding key rituals such as the funeral ceremony and the
emergence of intra-ethnic conflict. Therefore the influence of Christianity on
the Hmong community in Australia is greater in North Queensland than
perhaps in other Australian Hmong communities.

This influence has the

potential to increase in coming years, particularly if knowledge of traditional
Hmong rituals and religion continues its current state of decline.

Because of government and legal regulations within Australia several interethnic conflicts have emerged in the way in which Hmong funerals are
conducted in Australia compared with traditional Hmong funerals.

Falk

highlights nine key differences including:
1. Federal law allows for the storage of a corpse at home for only eight hours.
Hence the traditional three day ceremonies had to be reduced. In addition the
community had to seek special permission from local government bodies
regarding animal sacrifices to accompany the funeral ritual.
2. Traditionally notification of a death in the village was announced by three
rounds of gunfire. In Australia this has been replaced by the telephone.
3.

In Australia, the body may have to undergo an autopsy, which never

occurred in traditional society.
4. Traditionally a wooden drum with cowhide is used during the ceremony.
This is often replaced at home by a kerosene tin and leather strapped at the
ends.
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5.

Housing styles in Australia have led to changes in the way certain

implements used in the ritual are kept and stored. Traditionally a drum is
hung in the house on a wooden and bamboo structure inside the house
embedded in the earthen floor. In Australia, the drum is now attached to the
wall of the house.
6. Traditionally a casket is not used but in Australia it is.

However, the

wooden horse the body is traditionally placed on is only used symbolically in
Australia.
7. The Hmong traditionally dig the grave themselves and select the ground
for the dead according to a complex set of geomantic principles. Although this
is not always possible in Australia, some Hmong actually take their elders to
hilly country towns to be buried in a bid to appease this custom.
8. The high cost of the funeral and the accompanying food for the funeral
feast is provided by the Hmong community with most attending the funeral
required to contribute $10. In addition the deceased in Australia often have
life insurance policies that contribute to costs.
9.

Often during death rituals there are not enough key clan members to

perform certain rituals. This is one area where the distinctions between clans
and sub clans exist. This can ultimately lead to an erosion of clan and subclan difference if these rituals cannot be performed (Falk 1992).

It is interesting that although there have been obvious conflicts between
Australian burial culture and Hmong funeral rituals, compromise has been
able to be achieved. In Cairns the Hmong community has supervised the
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development of multicultural funeral booklets to ensure Hmong funerals are
carried out in accordance with cultural traditions.

Cairns funeral director

Aaron Burkin said the booklets were produced through the Local Area
Multicultural Partnership program after members from the Cairns Hmong
community approached the Cairns Shire Council.

Burkin said:

“The

community consultation was to enable cultures to put their hands up and say:
‘this is what we want and this is how we do things’” (2002). The booklet
covers a range of issues including attitude towards death, acceptable medical
procedures, dietary needs and correct handling of the body and burial
practices.

However, although compromises and the recontextualization of these funeral
practices has been successful in the issues that have arisen because of interethnic conflict, the differences that exist within the Hmong community between
Christian Hmong and animist Hmong funeral practices seem much more
difficult to resolve.

Therefore it would appear that issues of intra-ethnic

conflict are potentially much more divisive in an ethnic community than interethnic conflict. Although it could be argued that Christianity in the Hmong
community is a fruit of inter-ethnic relations, it is not the inter-ethnic
relationship that is the issue, but rather the recontextualization of ethnicity and
that is an internal issue, within an ethnicity. Hence it could be concluded that
inter-ethnic and intra-ethnic conflict work in tandem – you cannot have one
without the other but the level of conflict is dependent on how the
recontextualization of ethnicity is accepted by the community and the
collective at large.

Although this thesis has identified this as a particular
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problem among the Hmong, it would seem these same issues are important
for all ethnicities in a rapidly modernizing and globalizing world. This goes
some way to explaining the upsurge of ethnic conflict globally in recent years.
Therefore when an ethnic group is influenced by modernization, globalization
and other cultures, and members of ethnic communities embrace new
cultures, beliefs and influences, it is often this enemy within that is the source
of intra-ethnic conflict.
The Hmong Wedding
The common practices that all Hmong enjoy as part of the wedding ritual
include:
1. The leader appoints helpers for the groom. For the Blue Hmong one
helper is appointed while for the White Hmong two helpers are appointed.
2. One man helps the groom prepare.
3. One man carries the groom’s bag or basket (Not White Hmong).
4. A young girl is appointed to assist the bride (Her 2000).
Despite these shared rituals there are also key differences in the wedding
ceremony (see Table B).
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Table B: Differences between Animist and Christian Hmong in wedding
ceremonies:
Animist Hmong

Christian Hmong

1. The leaders give an offering to 1. Christian songs are sung and
spirits at the beginning of the passages are read from the Bible to
ceremony.
encourage the couple.
2. Songs are sung to the spirits.
This can take two to three hours to
complete. The songs aim to please
the spirits and seek their blessing on
the marriage.

2. Rather than singing to spirits,
hymns are sung. Normally no more
than three or four songs are sung.
The marriage vows of the bride and
groom are stated.

3. A song is sung to open an 3. A prayer and blessing is given for
umbrella.
The opening of the the new life the couple will share
umbrella is seen as protection for the together.
bride.
4. A chicken is sacrificed.

4. The ceremony is followed by either
a gathering in a church or a party with
the families of the bride and groom.

One unique aspect associated with Hmong weddings in Australia is that the
community has collectively agreed on a bridal price to be paid for Hmong
weddings. A meeting of the Hmong-Australia Society determined that the
bridal price in Australia would be set at $2,500. This price in Australia applies
to both Christian and animist Hmong. Hmong community members said the
$2,500 bridal price tag had been set because of the blow out in the Hmong
bridal price in the United States.

This uniform price is a unique situation

which is distinctive to the Hmong in Australia.

In the US many Christian

Hmong groups have banned the bridal price branding it ‘un-Christian’,
however, in Australia it has been retained by Christian Hmong as part of the
Hmong culture. It was claimed:
In the United States many of the Hmong have become very greedy and
sometimes the bridal price can be as high as $US30,000. We did not
want this kind of thing to happen in Australia so we agreed on the same
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price for everyone (Personal Communication Cairns, North Queensland
March 2004).
Members of the community said it was also difficult to find a ‘good Hmong
wife’ in Australia who was prepared to cook and look after the family. Several
men said in interviews that Hmong women who had grown up in Australia
were often not respectful or even knowledgeable about how a Hmong wife
should behave.

Others said women were now lazy and unwilling to do

housework and cleaning, would not get up early in the morning to cook
breakfast for the family and had become too much like ‘Australian women’.
Her said:
It is becoming much harder to find a good wife for our sons. However,
people are still marrying within the community. It is still not very
common for people to have a non-Hmong boyfriend or girlfriend. There
are only two cases of this that I know of (Personal Communication
Cairns March 2004).
Hmong New Year
In Australia in the month prior to Hmong New Year the animist and Christian
Hmong come together and kill a pig to celebrate the New Year. However,
animist Hmong also kill a chicken. This ritual is undertaken as a shamanic
practice to determine how the next year will be. Several other differences
exist between the animist Hmong and Christian Hmong to celebrate this event
which is considered one of the most important of each year.

Although

Christians may take part in activities such as top-spinning and courtship
activities such as throwing the ball, the rituals that many Christians prohibit
themselves from are listed in Table C.
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Table C: Differences between Animist and Christian Hmong in New
Year’s activities:
Hmong New Year Activity/Ritual

Animist
Hmong

Christian
Hmong

Soul-calling and the playing of the qeej.

Yes

No

The sacrificing of animals. The sacrificing of Yes
an old pig so that the children of a family may
be blessed.

No

Ceremonies involving a shaman for the Yes
blessing and worshipping of the dead
ancestors.

No

The burning of sacrifices such as paper Yes
money to the ancestors.

No

The participation in shamanic magic.

Yes

No

The killing of a rooster to determine the Yes
fortune of a family financially and health wise
during the next year.

No

The killing of a rooster or pig anytime you Yes
need help and guidance.

No

The killing of a pig if you move house so that Yes
the ancestor spirits will be able to find you.

No

Her said he has now finished another booklet which he distributed to
members of the Cairns and Innisfail Hmong community during Hmong New
Year celebrations in December 2003. He said the book, entitled Plaub Zaaj
Lug Qha or Where Did I Come From? was written as a way of addressing the
four most commonly asked questions by Hmong people about religion. He
said the four questions the booklet addresses are:
1. Who is God?
2. Where did humans come from?
3. Why are there many different beliefs?
4. Which religion is the true one?
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Her said he had distributed the book to most families and said the response
had generally been favourable. He said:
If someone does not want a book they don’t take one. It is very simple.
Sometimes if people are in a group they do not want one but they will
come to me later and ask if they can have one. There is sometimes
fear about reading the book. Some will say ‘I do not believe in that’ and
don’t want to read.
That is fine, I respect that (Personal
Communication Cairns, North Queensland November 2002).

He said that in Hmong culture there was a tendency to meet difference with
indifference and that when indifference emerged in the area of religion it often
resulted in conflict and ostracism. Meng (pseudonym), a Hmong teenager in
Cairns who had read the booklet and whose great uncle was also a Hmong
shaman, said he believed the respect the shamans and spiritual leaders had
in Hmong society was often unfounded. He said:
My great uncle said that he was a shaman not because he had any
special ability and spiritual power but because it enabled him to have a
good life. People would come and pay him for a healing or to perform
some ritual and he would make something up, take their money and
send them away. If it didn’t work he would say they hadn’t given
enough or they had upset the ancestors or something. He became a
Christian and stopped being a shaman. When he became a Christian
he told people the truth about his lies but no one believed him. He said
the Hmong people were wrong to think these spiritual rituals were
important for their culture because many other shamans were like him.
Coming to Australia has given us a new start. It has given us the eyes
to see things with perspective and sense. There is no place to go back
to – we must now only go forward (Personal Communication November
2002).
This raises important points about the structure of the Hmong community and
the important power position the shaman holds. Hence, anything that may
contribute to a weakening of this power is a potential source of conflict.
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Despite these claims, Innisfail shaman Faychia Lee confirms the importance
of the shaman’s role:
Us shamans are like doctors. People know us well. When a person is
sick we call our shaman spirits to find out. The shaman spirits might
say that the soul has separated from the body. When the soul has
become lost then we use the chicken and some eggs to bring the soul
back to the body and that will make the sick person recover (Compass
ABC 2001).
The role of the shaman is further summed up by Gary Lee who says:
The shaman is pivotal to the life of the group, because the shaman is
the one that performs all the rituals or makes the group members feel
strong about each other and for each other (Compass 2001).
Christianity challenges this traditional leadership position by no longer
depending on the shaman for many important rituals and healing. The power
of the shaman and the binding role he possesses in the community is
therefore diminished. Hence, the Christian belief is seen as divisive to the
overall fabric and unity of the Hmong community.

However, it is also

important to recognize that these internal conflicts are not limited to
Christianity in Australia.

In North Queensland one group of Hmong have

moved to Atherton on the tablelands behind Innisfail and Cairns after being,
as they described it, ‘kicked out’ of the local Hmong community for their
beliefs. This community believes that their leader is the incarnation of a past
Hmong king and ultimately the devotees of this religion worship the incarnate
king. In personal interviews with several Hmong community members, many
described the group as a ‘cult’ and said they had been warned by community
leaders to stop spreading their lies. When they refused to change their ways
they were asked to leave the Innisfail community and have nothing to do with
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the North Queensland Hmong. This small community of about four families
has now made their home in Atherton. This clearly demonstrates that these
issues of conflict are not just related to Christian relationships but can
incorporate other changes to religion with the Hmong community. It is not
only formal religions that are challenging Hmong unity but also the emergence
of informal ‘cults’ such as the example in North Queensland.

Prasit

Leepreecha in his research in Thailand agrees, claiming there have been
many examples in Thailand and Laos when those within a community had
‘invented’ religions and were ostracized, beaten or excluded because of it. He
said:
The essence of being Hmong is many things but above all it is a
consciousness and a collective behaviour. It is an inter-connectedness
of many things but the spiritual aspect is the key aspect of this
consciousness because it dictates many elements of kinship relations.
When that changes you are always going to face problems (Personal
Communication October 2003).

Consequences of Hmong Conflict
What the experience of the Hmong in Australia, Thailand and elsewhere
demonstrates is that globalization has profound impacts on the core beliefs of
religion – whether that religion be formal or informal. This impact, in the case
of most ethnic groups, ultimately leads to an assault on the group’s ethnicity
and forces ethnic communities to form an allegiance with either the dominant
or majority ethnicity or their own ethnic community. A compromise almost
inevitably leads to internal or intra-ethnic conflict. This type of conflict often
proves to be the most destructive form of conflict regarding an ethnic
community’s ability to retain its ethnic fabric. As Donald Swearer argues:
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As current events the world over demonstrate, religion is essential to
the fabric of individual and community identities threatened by forces of
globalization that seem to be creating a ‘runaway’ out of control world
(2003).
Vayong Moua uses much blunter and stronger terms. Moua says:
Nothing in this world can rip people apart like religion. People have
poured out their most intense animosities for their religion. Religion
releases our most extreme and deepest emotions (1995).
It is this outpouring of emotion that has led to radical moves within the
Australian Hmong community aimed at ‘cultural preservation’. These moves
have many faces but demonstrate intra-ethnic conflict at work and the
consequences of this insidious and often unnoticed form of conflict.

Lee

attributes many of the ‘problems’ in the Australian Hmong community to
people changing to other religions and cultures. He points out:
The common group image has suffered and is no longer as clear cut as
it used to be in their old villages in Laos where life was simple and our
dreams were simple. The Hmong today can no longer see their way
clearly. The compass, the mirror, is broken by the diaspora, by the
years of war in Laos and the struggles in southern China, by the forced
migration to many lands and adaptation to many local cultures (Lee
1998:7).
As Lee recognizes, it is also important to highlight that the intra-ethnic conflict
within the Australian Hmong community is not limited to issues of religion.
Linguistic, cultural and educational issues have also played a crucial role in
the functioning of the community. Since coming to Australia, very few Hmong
students have been accepted into Australian universities and there has been
an increasing trend of Hmong students dropping out of high school as early as
Year 8.

The principal of Bentley Park College, a state primary and high

school in the Cairns’ southern suburbs, said education issues were crucial
among the Hmong community in Australia. Di Grech said although teaching
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English as a second language was part of the school curriculum for Hmong
students, many failed literacy tests because they were illiterate in their first
language. Grech said:
This is a major issue and the impact of the illiteracy, particularly among
Hmong boys cannot be underestimated. Most of the Hmong students
are well behaved in the primary school, however, by the time they get
to the middle school the behaviour of most Hmong boys deteriorates
rapidly. They are rude to teachers, disruptive and truancy is a major
problem. Most of the Hmong boys stop coming to school by the time
they are 13 or 14 (Personal Communication April 2004).
Grech said the male Hmong students did not respect female teachers and
claimed that although the student’s families were contacted many were unable
to understand the problems at school because of poor language skills. She
said:
We have tried many things at the school and we have shown the
Hmong students a great deal of leniency because we are aware of their
circumstances but unfortunately the behaviour of some of the students
is so disruptive we are left with no choice but to act. It is important to
recognize that this bad behaviour is not seen as a Hmong
characteristic. It is a symptom. It is a cry for help from students who
do not understand and cannot cope with the language and the work.
They might be able to speak English but they cannot write it. This is an
incredibly complex problem to address (Personal Communication April
2004).
Although these inter-ethnic issues have impacted schools in the Cairns region
it is also important to recognize that these inter-ethnic problems have also
created intra-ethnic conflicts within the Hmong community. Her said because
of these language problems there was a new generation of ‘wild Hmong
children’. He said that parents did not know how to address their children’s
behaviour and a new generation of children had been created that was neither
Hmong nor Australian. Her said:
These young people have no respect for anyone. They do not respect
the Australian way and they do not respect the Hmong ways. They
cannot read and write Hmong and they cannot read and write English.
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Because they do not have an identity they do not fit in and there are
many problems in the community. The whole Hmong system is
breaking down so quickly and this needs to be retained for people to be
able to function (Personal Communication, North Queensland April
2004).
In a bid to combat these problems, the Hmong of Cairns and Innisfail are
seeking to establish a Hmong language school in Innisfail in a bid to teach
young Hmong to become literate in their traditional language, so they will
learn to have a greater respect for their culture.

Gary Lee supports this,

arguing that the future of Hmong ethnicity is dependent upon Hmong youth.
He said:
The survival of the Hmong people, their leadership and culture rests
with Hmong children and young people who will be our future. Our
children have to know and take pride in our culture in order for them to
accept it as their own, to know it and pass it on to future generations.
For this dream to come true, we need to learn to become good parents
and culture carriers (1996).
Her said the willingness of many Hmong families to ‘become Australian too
quickly’ had had a detrimental impact on the whole community. He said:
There are young people running off for days. They do not tell their
parents where they are going and some of them are getting drunk and
taking drugs. Some families have had up to 20 letters from the school
telling them their sons are not going to school. This causes great
problems in the family and the community. We don’t know how to deal
with it and it causes fights. Some of the students prefer to go and
spend a day in a drain under the highway than go to school. Their
behaviour is not Hmong. Our community is not good and it needs help
(Personal Communication, April 2004).
These problems with Hmong teenagers in Australia demonstrate how the
issue of intra-ethnic conflict goes beyond religion. It demonstrates that it is a
problem which is manifested in many ways. For the Hmong of Australia, the
future of their culture rests in the hands of these young people and if they turn
their backs on their ethnicity it could well spark the end of a distinct Hmong
ethnicity in Australia. These factors also demonstrate that these inter-ethnic
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problems are not limited to causing problems within the Hmong community,
but rather the school example demonstrates that these problems can also
affect community relations in Australia. Perceptions of these relations were
depicted earlier in this chapter in interviews with neighbours and residents
living among the Hmong in Cairns. This example also demonstrates that to
the Hmong there are key indicators which define ethnicity and that when these
are changed or surrendered, there is a need to reflect upon what actually
constitutes Hmongness. Gary Lee argues:
The (Hmong) people have become lost, disoriented, being hit by too
many ideas from too many directions, in a very complicated, often
unseen maze. They were no longer involved in just fighting a war or
leading a simple subsistence life in some remote villages in the
highlands of South-East Asia (Lee 1996).
The question of dealing with and remedying this disorientation has been
forced upon Australia’s Hmong community as it has sought to recontextualize
itself in an Australian environment. To date there are few answers to these
incredibly complex ethnic and cultural problems.

Conclusion
The Hmong in Australia have adapted remarkably well in the years since their
resettlement. The process of adjusting to a modern market economy and
technologically-advanced society was never going to be easy. However, in
spite of their achievements in establishing a home in Australia; there are many
complex issues within the Hmong community that threaten not only the
stability and unity of the community in Australia but also the future of Hmong
ethnicity in Australia. These issues, tensions and conflicts have been virtually
hidden from the outside world but have been eating into the fabric of Hmong
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culture and ethnicity in Australia like a cultural cancer within. The Hmong
Australian experience has highlighted several key aspects about Hmong
ethnicity. The first point is that for the Hmong, culture, religion and language
are instrinsically linked.

Once key attributes of Hmongness are replaced,

threatened, changed or eradicated the influence is not only felt on a personal
and individual level; the ramifications are felt by the whole Hmong community.
The second point is that in Australia, as a consequence of modernization and
its manifestations, globalization and inter-ethnic conflict, many of the unique
aspects of Hmong culture have been forgotten within the space of a
generation. The result of this has directly impacted on the traditional kinship
and social function of the community. Her said:
Most Hmong in Australia have forgotten the traditions of the Hmong
and now they don’t know who they are anymore. The community has
tried to address this by moving to Brisbane and by trying to create a
large community but many fear it will be too late (Personal
Communication Cairns March 2004).
The case studies of the Hmong in Australia, in this chapter, clearly supports
the

theses

being

argued

in

this

paper.

They

demonstrate

the

interconnectedness that exists between inter-ethnic conflict and intra-ethnic
conflict and how intra-ethnic conflict can greatly impact on the social and
cultural cohesiveness of an ethnic community. They show that when ‘modern’
concepts such as the individualism highlighted by Lee are introduced into an
ethnic community with a collective consciousness, these concepts can impact
on the functioning of that community. The case studies also demonstrate that
when the issues of monoculture and sameness that are often highlighted as
the negative impacts of globalization are recognized or perceived as
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threatening the cultural and ethnic uniqueness of minority group, then there is
often a backlash that can manifest itself as intra-ethnic conflict.

The case of the Hmong in Australia clearly shows that this manifestation of
internal conflict is most likely to occur when elements of Hmong ethnicity are
suddenly replaced, changed or destroyed as a consequence of inter-ethnic
relations with a dominant community. Within the Australian context this has
occurred most obviously in response to Hmong embracing and converting to
Christianity.

This single event, more so than any other change, has a

tendency to result in an abrupt change in the attitudes of community members
to traditional Hmong religion, rituals and festivals. The refusal of Christian
Hmong community members to participate in these activities is significant,
because membership in these practices is often considered by Hmong
leaders as a necessary criterion for Hmongness. This exposure to Christianity
was initially introduced as a direct result of inter-ethnic relations, but today in
Australia the evangelism of Christianity occurs mostly by Christians from
within the Hmong community.

As a consequence of this religious conversion, members of the Hmong
community become even more marginalized and are often excluded, or
exclude themselves from religious events or rituals which they consider to be
incompatible with their Christian beliefs. This has had particular ramifications
for the whole Hmong community, particularly when former Hmong spiritual
practitioners convert to a new religion and refuse to impart their knowledge of
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traditional religious practices to those still willing to participate in these rituals
in the community. This process of religious conversion, as highlighted in the
case studies in this chapter, clearly demonstrates that inter-ethnic and intraethnic conflict work in tandem – you cannot have one without the other - but
the level of conflict is dependent on how the recontextualization of ethnicity as
a product of inter-ethnic relations is accepted by the community and the
collective at large.

This process of ethnic change ultimately causes the

members of an ethnic Hmong community to question their ethnicity and to
think about the aspects that define their ethnicity. For the Hmong in Australia,
it is cultural changes to key aspects of Hmong ethnicity which have prompted
and inspired this ethnic reflection.

The result has been the emergence of ethnic parochialism in Australia,
whereby ethnic communities seek to meet such change with new rules and
primordialized ethnicity. As the case of the Hmong shows, there is a general
belief among the Christian Hmong in Australia that they have lost some of
their Hmongness as a direct result of become Christian. Traditional Hmong
assert that those who surrender their traditional Hmong values are no longer
‘truly Hmong’. This clearly supports the notion that Hmong ethnicity is not a
birthright that can be held for a lifetime.

Rather it shows that in Hmong

society, one must uphold certain values in order for one’s Hmongness to be
truly legitimate. Raymond Grew, in his study on fundamentalism, argues that
this type of action, at work in the Hmong community in Australia today, is the
forerunner to fundamentalism. He says:
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The individual’s first protection against these historical forces and
personal temptations is to accept a fundamental core of belief,
doctrines and behaviours from which there can be no deviation and no
compromise, eliminating ambiguities that invite fatal laxity. Adherence
to this core becomes the measure of belonging to a community
(1997:21).
This statement clearly characterizes the events that have occurred within the
Australian Hmong community and clearly demonstrates why and how intraethnic conflict can occur.

The emergence and occurrence of intra-ethnic conflict will now be examined
by looking at case studies of Hmong in Thailand.
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CHAPTER 7
THE HMONG IN THAILAND

Introduction
This chapter will relate the hypotheses being argued in this paper to the
Hmong in Thailand. In order to do this, the Hmong will be contextualized
within the Thai nation state. This contextualization will take a two-pronged
approach. The first will look at the Hmong in terms of their place as one of
Thailand’s hilltribe communities.

The second will explore the inter-ethnic

relationship between Hmong and Thai citizens by historically documenting the
Hmong arrival in Thailand.

This inter-ethnic relationship will be used to

explain how issues of modernization, globalization and cultural integration
have impacted on the Hmong. This contextualization will be used to support
the argument that these factors contribute to and cause intra-ethnic conflict
within Thailand’s Hmong community.

This will be developed by examining

the aspects of Hmong ethnicity that have been affected by this inter-ethnic
relationship. Evidence supporting the hypothesis that these changes in fact
lead to marginalization within an already marginalized community will also be
discussed. Finally the notion of ethnic fundamentalism will be related to the
Hmong in Thailand.

This will be explored through examples of Hmong

community members suffering ostracism and alienation as a consequence of
embracing elements of other cultures at the expense of their own. These
examples will add further weight to the argument that ethnicity is not a
birthright in Hmong society.
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Hmong Identity in Thailand
Thailand is a multi-ethnic country.

However, unlike Australia, this

multiculturalism has not been orchestrated or planned by the government. It
has occurred as a matter of circumstance, and some would argue, has been
‘forced’ on Thailand as a consequence of migration, caused by regional
disturbances, uprisings and wars in neighbouring countries such as China,
Vietnam, Laos, Myanmar and Cambodia during the past 40 years. These
uprisings, many of which have related to communism, have consequently
caused the Thai Government to question the allegiance and loyalty of these
migratory ethnic communities to Thailand. This has resulted in ‘Thai-ization’
projects aimed at removing differences between the lowland ethnic Thai
majority and the highland ethnic minorities.

This government viewpoint is

emphasized by Thailand’s Department of Public Welfare (DPW), which is
responsible for hilltribe issues.

The DPW’s hilltribe expert Phoonsak

Thammasal said: “Many officials hope that the Hmong and other hilltribes can
become integrated into Thai society, the same way the Chinese have been”
(Pathan 2000). This belief is backed by many in Thailand’s security agencies,
who still look at minorities living in border areas as a potential threat to
national security. This threat, or perceived threat, is magnified given that most
of Thailand’s ethnic minorities live in Thailand’s frontier areas. Thailand has
at least 12 recognized ethnic minorities or hilltribes as they are officially known
in English. The Hmong are the second largest in demographic terms and are
one of six dominant hilltribes in Thailand. The others are Karen, Akha, Lahu,
Lisu and Mien.

These ethnic communities are dispersed throughout 20
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provinces and 75 districts across Thailand (DPW 1995:4) (see Figure 4).
Many of these 20 provinces neighbour either Myanmar or Laos.

FIGURE 4: THAI
PROVINCES WITH
HILLTRIBE
SETTLEMENTS

PROVINCE LEGEND
1. Chiang Rai
2. Chiang Mai
3. Mae Hong Son
4. Phayao
5. Nan
6. Lampang
7. Lamphun
8. Phrae
9. Sukothai
10. Tak
11. Phitsanulok
12. Loei
13. Phetchanbun
14. Kamphaeng Phet
15. Uthai Thani
16. Kanchanaburi
17. Suphun Buri
18. Ratchaburi
19. Phetchaburi
20 Prachuab Khiri Khan
INSET: Hilltribe settlements
relative to Thailand and its
neighbours.

INSET

CAMBODIA

ADAPTED FROM: ( DPW/TRI 1995:47) & (Lewis 1998:294)
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A large proportion of those ethnic minorities who live in these high mountain
regions of the country do not have Thai national citizenship and all face
government pressure to embrace projects aimed at making them more Thai.
These projects have been implemented in several different ways.

For

example the Department of Public Welfare (DPW), as part of its hilltribe policy,
calls for:
•

Propaganda to be implemented within hilltribe communities as a means
of getting them to obey and understand Thai law.

•

Hilltribes to have a correct understanding of Thai society, their rights
and duties as Thai citizens under Thai law.

•

Persistent action in preventing of new migrants coming in, while ‘forcing
out’ recent arrivals.

•

The proselytizing of Buddhism among tribal communities as a means of
creating and promoting national unity (DPW 1995:73-75).

Some of these initiatives are not without merit, but what is important to
recognize, is that some are aimed at changing the fabric of hilltribe ethnicity
and it is this inter-ethnic conflict that ultimately provides a source of intraethnic conflict.

Although the official government policy uses the term

integration, it seems hilltribe policy in Thailand is more akin to assimilation –
that is surrendering the minority ethnicity in favour of the majority Thai culture.
Lee concurs with this view stating: “The official policy seems to be one of firm
control and domination/assimilation, not one of integration and collaborative
co-existence” (Lee 1987).
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Although hilltribes are widely used as a tool to promote Thailand’s
economically important tourism industry, most Thais are ignorant of hilltribe
history, culture, language and customs. It is therefore little wonder that during
the rapid modernization and economic growth that has taken place in Thailand
during the past 20 years, Thailand’s ethnic minority communities, many of
which exist below the poverty line, have become more marginalized, more
isolated and subject to increasing ridicule and stereotyping.

Chayan

Vaddanaputti says:
The demonization and criminalization of ethnic minorities, and the
perception of the myth that they are non-Thai has been embedded in
Thai textbooks, in Thai history and in the mainstream media (Gill
2001:2).
Others such as Karen activist Paul Hsein Twa claim Thai history textbooks
used in schools describe the hilltribes as uncivilized and illiterate, destroyers
of the natural environment and the growers and peddlers of drugs such as
heroin, produced from opium (Gill 2001:2).

Although qualitative evidence

suggests opinions of hilltribe communities among lowland Thai are slowly
changing, they are still considered ‘troublesome’ or ‘invaders’ in official
government documents. For example, in 1999 Thailand’s Deputy Minister of
Agriculture and Cooperatives said: “I feel for the Thai who have no place to
sleep, no land to till, nothing to eat. (However), the state should take care of
Thai citizens first and other groups later” (Ritchie & Yang 2000). In a more
blunt assessment of Thailand’s hilltribe communities, one senior government
official called Thailand’s tribal communities ‘animals without souls’ (Ritchie &
Yang 2000). A 1995 report produced by Chiang Mai University’s governmentfunded Tribal Research Institute cited several problems associated with
hilltribe communities including:
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1. Hilltribe shifting cultivation leads to deforestation and the deterioration
of highland watersheds.
2. Opium production and addiction is a problem.
3. Hilltribe communities have fewer educational services, suffer poor
health and earn lower incomes than most Thais.
4. Hilltribes lack a sense of national identity.
5. This lack of national identity may be confused with political insurgency
and a potential threat to national security (1995:2).
There is no doubt that the problems listed in the report are essentially
accurate.

However, the problems within these communities are generally

perceived as being the fault of the hilltribe community, or alternatively as a
consequence of their backwardness. Renard confirms this, claiming:
Thai officials were concerned about the northern hills and the people
there without understanding the causes. They had since the 1960s
seen only problems: opium, forest destruction and security risks by the
non-Thai hill people (2000:14).
The Thai government has in recent years, in association with the United
Nations, non-government organizations and the Royal Development Projects
– initiated by Thailand’s King Bhumibol, sought to improve the standard of
living of hilltribe communities. However, it is not surprising that some of these
projects have failed or that hilltribe communities have been wary and skeptical
about getting involved. Several crop replacement schemes which have seen
poppy fields replaced with coffee, apricots and oranges have met with mixed
results (Lee 1986). However, it must be recognized that when these crop
replacement schemes began Thai officials were generally ignorant of hilltribe
culture.

A United Nation’s International Drug Control Program report into

Thailand’s moves to eradicate opium said that in the 1960s in Thailand, no
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officials knew how to speak a hilltribe language and none knew the cultures of
these distinctive mountain people. The report said:
Roads did not reach into the hills and hill people rarely visited towns.
Few hill schools existed…Thai lessons taught pupils to be Thai and
implied that non-Thais were aliens. Generations of officials believed
Thais were Buddhist, spoke Thai, grew lowland rice, originated as a
people from southern China and celebrated certain festivals (2000:6).
However, in the 20 years since the program was first mooted, rapid
development of hilltribe areas has occurred. Similarly the removal of hilltribe
villagers from forest villages to government-constructed villages closer to
cities and towns have sought to escalate the process of modernization and
globalization in hilltribe communities. Karen Smith, Director of The New Life
Center, a non-government organization working with at-risk hilltribe women in
Chiang Mai and Chiang Rai, said the building of infrastructure such as roads
to remote areas of Thailand occupied by hilltribes has not only exposed
hilltribes to modernization and globalization but also to exploitation. Smith
said:
They had lived a traditional life for years but this rapid development in
the 1980s exposed them to a new world and exploitation from a range
of people including human traffickers. Many were told if they went to
the city they would go to a better life but ended up in brothels working
as prostitutes. Some families were prepared to sell their daughters in
order to get money to give their sons an education. Whole social and
cultural communities and kinship relationships were left devastated
(Personal Communication, May 2003).
Kampe (1997) supports Smith, claiming that going to Thai schools often
makes hilltribe people ashamed of their ethnic roots. Kampe and Moreland
suggest that hilltribe people with Thai education function neither as Thai nor
as their respective ethnic identity. They argue that it is in this ethnic ‘no man’s
land’ that they are vulnerable to exploitation in areas such as prostitution and
‘slave labour’.

This ethnic purgatory has become a crucial issue for the

- 235 -

Hmong as they embrace or are affected by modernization and globalization.
This thesis expands on this issue, arguing that this ‘no man’s land’ also leaves
them vulnerable within their own hilltribe society, particularly if they renounce
elements of their ethnicity or embrace culture from outside their culture which
is contrary to their ethnicity.

In addition, Thailand’s restrictive citizenship rules mean it is often difficult for
government officials to determine the legitimacy of citizenship applications.
This citizenship classification process is not determined by a person’s place of
birth but whether an applicant’s parents have citizenship. Ritchie and Yang
state:
Citizenship in Thailand depends largely on ethnicity: ethnic Thais are
considered a ‘natural’ part of the state, but non-Thai are often denied
the rights and protections of the ethnic majority. Thai government
policy has been one of ethnic homogenization. A few encouraging
signs do not negate the harsh reality faced by many tribal people born
in Thailand – citizenship is still an elusive goal for many of them
(Ritchie & Yang 2000).
The ramifications of this are enormous. For example, without citizenship and
the resultant identity card, it is impossible for ethnic minorities to travel
internally within Thailand, without the risk of arrest or extortion from corrupt
officials. Many tribal communities not issued with Thai citizenship are given
tribal identity cards which prohibit cardholders from leaving their district
without administrative permission. This tribal card system and restricted travel
has been likened to South Africa’s ‘pass system’ which existed under
Apartheid (Ritchie & Yang 2000). It is also impossible for hilltribe communities
to own land without citizenship, hence leaving communities dependant on
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land owners who often exploit hilltribe communities by paying hilltribe workers
‘slave’ wages. As Tapp rightly argues:
The reality of the frontier, and the sovereignty of the nation-state which
it symbolizes, has led to the increasing vulnerability of ethnic minorities
in border areas to manipulation and exploitation by centrist
administrations. At the same time it has led to their increasing strategic
importance in terms of the power relations between different states
(Tapp 1989:149).
This citizenship fiasco leaves many ethnic communities isolated and alienated
from Thai society and with the millstone of poverty entrenched firmly around
their necks. Many are literally ‘imprisoned’ in their local districts with little
chance of obtaining an education or learning necessary skills that could
benefit their communities. Ritchie and Yang, in their study of citizenship
among hilltribes in northern Thailand, claim that 40 to 60 percent of hilltribe
people living in northern Thailand are denied Thai citizenship even though
they were born in Thailand. They say:
Few have secure land rights because a lack of proper identification
papers prevents them from registering land. Many are victims of official
and unofficial discrimination. Numbering nearly one million, they
generally have poor access to health care and schooling and
consistently rank among the poorest groups in Thailand (2000).
This situation also serves to perpetuate myths and stereotypes traditionally
associated with hilltribe communities.

However, as highlighted by Chayan, this negative relationship between
lowland and highland communities in Thailand is a relatively new and modern
development.

Lee says that despite some isolated conflicts between

lowlanders and hilltribe villages, the fact remains that until 20 years ago
highlanders were often left to themselves in their isolated settlements (Lee
1987:2).

Elawat in his assessment of the relationship between the Thai
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government and hilltribe communities argues that despite varying government
policies towards hilltribe communities, the Thai government has held a
constant view that Thailand’s ethnic minorities are a ‘disadvantaged people’.
He points out though that despite their disadvantaged status they are still
considered a potential risk to national unity and security. He argues:
They are thought to have a unique way of life, which poses a threat to
the majority Thai…Thus it is that policy and practice are centred on
forest destruction, narcotics and national security, rather than problems
which threaten tribal quality of life (1997:88).
However, Dasse even goes so far as to argue that: “Thailand is the only
country in South-East Asia where the people have never shown contempt for
the hill populations” (Lee 1987:1). He argues that because the Thai refer to
hilltribes as chao khao or dwellers of the hill tops, that difference is based on
geographical space rather than ethnicity or race. Although Dasse provides
some linguistic data to support his argument, it seems too simplistic to be
credible. Although chao khao may not be a derogatory term, it is hardly a
basis for arguing that the lowland Thai are in some way exclusively exempt
from showing contemptuous or discriminatory behaviour towards hilltribe
communities.

As Hmong village head Boonchan Sonchaipanya clearly

acknowledged in Chiang Rai province in 2000:
It is bad enough that a number of my people are stateless – not
officially recognised by the very country in which they live. What is
worse is the overwhelming prejudice ethnic Hmong face from Thais,
who see them primarily as junkies and drug pushers (Pathan 2000).
As Boonchan clearly highlights, the issues of inter-ethnic conflict between
ethnic Thai and ethnic Hmong communities are not bound in linguistic
semantics but rather they are intertwined in the government policy and more
importantly the daily relations the lowland Thai and the hilltribes share. This
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point was further emphasized at the ‘World Conference Against Racism’ in
Bangkok in August 2001, which used Thailand as an example of how racism,
racial discrimination and intolerance continue to be practiced in various
countries in South-East Asia (Asia Times 2001). Evidence of this is constantly
revealed in the Thai media. For example, in 2003 the plight of 14,000 Hmong
refugees from Laos was widely publicized across Thailand’s media.

The

editorial of the Bangkok Post read: “..it took 10 years for security agencies to
realize a plan to relocate 14,000 Laotian Hmong people from Tham Krabok
Monastery in Saraburi for security reasons” (2003:10). The article painted a
very clear picture of the low esteem in which the Hmong are held in Thailand.
The article contained quotes from government officials describing the Hmong
refugees as ‘security risks’, ‘forest degraders’ and people loathed by lowland
Thai, and highlighted the protests of Thai residents whose district had been
chosen for the relocation of the Hmong refugees. The Hmong monastery
camp was also referred to as a haven for ‘bad people’, with suggestions of
linkages with drugs, illegal labour, illicit dealings and communicable diseases
(2003:10). Similarly in January 2004 the Thai government accused Hmong
refugees from Myanmar of deliberately committing petty crimes as a means of
accessing the Thai hospital system.

The article claimed pregnant Hmong

women were allegedly stealing property in the hope they would be arrested so
they could access Thai medical facilities available to jail inmates.

Other

events demonstrating the inter-ethnic conflict between Thai and Hmong can
be seen in the ongoing controversy surrounding Thai citizenship. On May 18,
1999 hundreds of tribal people descended on Chiang Mai demanding
citizenship and land rights. Similarly on January 8, 2004, 60 hilltribe children
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from the provinces of Mae Hong Son, Phayao, Chiang Rai, Chiang Mai and
Prachuap Khiri Khan traveled to Bangkok to submit a petition to the senate
committee on children, women and the elderly demanding Thai citizenship.
One of the protestors said:
Many of us want to become doctors, police officers, soldiers or
teachers, but without a nationality, our dreams can never come
true….Even those who complete their studies are deprived of their
school certificates so they cannot find jobs (Anjira 2004:4).
Although changes to the citizenship process have been made, with the power
to grant citizenship now in the hands of district chiefs rather than provincial
governors, there are still many problems. Hmong villager Seng Sae Lao, 22,
says he has fought for citizenship for 10 years. He said:
I gave my fingerprints to the district office on three occasions, only later
to be told my documents had been lost and my case was no closer to
being settled (Anjira 2004:4).
Similarly, without citizenship tribal people cannot even be legally admitted to a
morgue in Thailand. Kimberley Brown who is the director of the House of
Love orphanage in Chiang Mai, said many of the 32 children under her care
did not have citizenship. She said:
These children are orphans and some of them have either full-blown
AIDS or are HIV positive. When they die we are not even allowed to
take them to the hospital morgue because they do not have citizenship.
Without citizenship these people cannot even die with dignity. It is as if
these people don’t even exist. It is a real tragedy (Personal
Communication December 17, 2003).
The citizenship issue among the Hmong and other hilltribes of Thailand has
served to further segregate these ethnic communities from the mainstream
Thai culture. It has created a scenario that clearly support Kampe’s (1997)
argument that young people are often left in a cultural wasteland, trapped in
an ethnic purgatory between the culture of the majority Thai and their own
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ethnic community.

However, what it has also done is make many young

hilltribe people consider their culture and their ethnicity as worthless and worth
relinquishing.

This inter-ethnic conflict has left many Hmong in Thailand

confused as to their allegiances. Will they commit their full allegiance to their
ethnicity or will they commit their allegiance to the Thai state and the
perceived benefits that come from that?

This situation which fosters this

identity crisis within hilltribe communities provides a ripe environment for
cultural and ethnic change, which in turn, results in issues of intra-ethnic
conflict within these hilltribe communities. The United Nations Food and
Agriculture Organization (Renard 2000) has observed this occurrence,
claiming that the lack of citizenship among hilltribe communities, coupled with
stigmatization that has branded them as drug pushers and backward has
caused the new generation of hilltribes to turn their backs on traditional ways
of life and seek elements of Thai and foreign culture as a means of becoming
accepted as citizens of Thailand.

For example, the Hmong, who make up 16 percent of Thailand’s hilltribe
population, have long been renowned for their association with opium
production.

This production of opium has had a paradoxical impact on

relations between the Hmong and the lowland Thai. The production of opium
crops initially resulted in greater interaction between the lowland Thai and the
Hmong due to the lucrative trade between the two parties.

These

relationships were traditionally cordial and friendly. Chayan says:
Earlier, they (Hmong) were seen by ordinary (Thai) people in the
lowlands as ‘friends’ and trading partners in a mutually symbiotic
relationship between the hills and the valleys (Gill 2001:2).
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However, these amicable relations where thrown into disarray in the late
1950s, following a shift in government policy towards opium production.
Firstly the government decision to prohibit opium production in 1957 led to
further marginalization of the already marginalized ethnic minorities. Tapp
argues:
Ethnic minorities such as the Hmong found themselves not only forced
into the most peripheral and marginal territorial areas of the state but
also into the production of an illegal commodity, as a result of lengthy
historical processes of displacement from the centre’s power, which
required their support in intelligence, survey and porterage activities.
They were placed in a doubly ambiguous position which has led to their
increased vulnerability to central exploitation (Tapp 1989:153).
As increasing numbers of Hmong settled in Thailand from Laos in the postWorld War II era, lured by the spoils of poppy cultivation, their profile among
lowlanders increased not only because of their trading capacity, but as “vital
human resources along Thailand’s sensitized border areas” (Tapp 1989:154).
But to most Thais the hilltribe people were completely alien. A United Nation
Drug Control Program report about Thailand in 2000 said:
Because the (opium) growers were mostly immigrants outside the Thai
mainstream, they lacked Thai citizenship and Thai forest law forbade
them from living in the forests where they had settled (2000:6).
This, in combination with the Hmong’s association with ideological influences
such as communism, made the Hmong communities of Thailand vulnerable,
and they were increasingly placed under the scrutiny of the Thai central
government. Gill says that until the mid 1960s opium was an important cash
crop of Thailand’s Hmong community but an aggressive program of crop
substitution initiated by the government led to the destruction of almost every
poppy field in Thailand (Gill 2001:3).

The Hmong were essentially illegal

citizens, growing an illegal crop on illegal land. Their lack of awareness and

- 242 -

knowledge about their own status contributed to their vulnerability. Kunstadter
says that in addition the Thai government policy in the 1960s and early 1970s
was not clear as to whether hilltribe people were Thai citizens. He said:
Before 1972, Hmong in certain areas were granted Thai citizenship and
issued with identity cards, except for those in isolated settlements
which were not surveyed by officials, or those who were not eligible for
political reasons. In 1977 the new administration issued Proclamation
No. 337 to the effect that it would have to withdraw the citizenship of all
those persons whose loyalty to the Thai nation was in doubt (Lee
1987:2).
This proclamation directly affected many of the Hmong in Thailand, who had
been influenced by communist movements which penetrated Thailand’s
northern and north-eastern borders. The result was the creation of the ‘Red
Meo’ movement, or ‘Communist Hmong’. The Thai Government, in response
to the threat from this rebel Hmong communist group, placed the Hmong
under the auspices of Proclamation No. 337, which resulted in many Hmong
living in Thailand during this period being stripped of their Thai citizenship
rights (Lee 1987:2). In the past eight years, the Thai economic meltdown
coupled with a drive by the current Thai Rak Thai Government has directed
further attention on the actions of Hmong communities across Thailand. Gill
argues:
The growing use by the media of mainstream definitions and views
about minority populations, especially since Thailand’s economic
meltdown in mid-97, runs parallel to discriminatory policies by the state
toward hilltribe populations (2001:1).
This mistrust of the Hmong continues today and continues to influence the
inter-ethnic relations between the lowland Thai and the Hmong and even the
intra-ethnic relations between the Hmong in Thailand.

Although crop

replacement schemes have all but eradicated opium poppy farming in Hmong
areas, it is now the participation of a minority of Hmong in the trafficking of
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methamphetamine or yaa baa from Myanmar which has further served to add
fuel to long held stereotypes.

The best example of this was seen in the

Hmong village of Baan Khun Vang in Chiang Mai Province in 2003. A villager
said that four members of his family had been shot dead by police during the
Thai government zero tolerance drug campaign. He said his family had had
nothing to do with drug production or trafficking but because many of the
Hmong still had no citizenship and officially didn’t exist, it was easy for them to
become victims in these sorts of campaigns. He said:
During the drug campaign it was not unusual for the police to kill large
numbers of hilltribe people in a bid to meet the high arrest quotas the
government had set. The status of the hilltribe people made them an
easy target (Personal Communication, January 2004).
This inter-ethnic conflict between Thai and Hmong can also be seen in many
events in hilltribe areas in recent years.

In two key events in northern

Thailand in the past four years the level of conflict between Thai and hilltribes
has been clearly evident. In the first event, a series of articles were published
in a Chiang Rai newspaper in 2001 about the threat of a Hmong insurgency in
northern Thailand. The article in the Nakhorn Chiang Rai newspaper cited
sources including academics and social critics and claimed that the Hmong
were seeking to establish an autonomous country in the north of Thailand
within 20 years (Asia Times 2001). In protest against the racially-divisive
articles, Hmong leaders filed charges against the newspaper at a Chiang Rai
police station and demanded Chiang Rai Governor Samreng Boonyoprakorn
investigate the newspaper’s allegations (Asia Times 2001). In the second
event a group of more than 3,000 Thai farmers attacked Hmong orchards and
plantations in Nan province in August 2000 after the Hmong farmers were
accused by their lowland compatriots of destroying forests and sensitive
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watershed areas, causing water shortages downstream (Gill 2001). In the
ensuing violence more than 60 hectares of fruit orchards belonging to the
Hmong were destroyed.

Although academic rhetoric in Thai government-

sponsored research and reports often suggests that relations between the
Thai and Hmong in Thailand are harmonious, the reality is that inter-ethnic
conflict occurs that not only affects Thai/Hmong relations but also intra-ethnic
relations within the Hmong community. This has significant implications for
the Hmong as they attempt to forge a place in mainstream society and
recontextualize their identity in a bid to minimize the threats that occur
because of the level of mistrust and tense inter-ethnic relations between the
Hmong minority and the Thai majority.

Chronology of Hmong Relations
The timing of the arrival of Hmong in Thailand is widely disputed. Most Thai
references to a Hmong presence in Thailand refer to the past 30 years and
the mass migration of Hmong refugees following communist insurgencies in
Laos and Vietnam.

Some researchers, such as Gill, suggest the Hmong

could have been in Thailand for as long as 700 years (Gill 2001). However, in
spite of this, it is clear that the first Hmong presence in Thailand existed some
100 years before the wave of refugees following the Indochinese wars. Prasit
Leepreecha (2001), Nicholas Tapp (1989) and Nusit Chindarsi (1976) trace
the arrival of the Hmong in Thailand to the mid to late 19th century. Prasit
says:
The migration of Hmong into northern Thailand probably began in the
late 1800s. Since 1929 Hmong were found to be settled in Tak
Province in north-western Thailand (Prasit 2001:30-31).
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It is believed the Hmong made their way to Thailand from Guizhou and
Yunnan in south-western China.

Most scholars agree that the Hmong

migrated to Thailand via a western route through Myanmar or an eastern
route through Laos (Cooper 1984; Geddes 1976; Tapp 1986, 1989; Lee
1982). Once they arrived in Thailand the Hmong moved to the mountainous
frontier regions and are today residents in 13 of Thailand’s provinces. Nusit
Chindarsi, in his study of the Hmong, acknowledges the arrival of the Hmong
in the last half of the 19th century but argues that the greatest influx of Hmong
to Thailand occurred in the post World War II era (1976:2). Tapp points out
that the first known Hmong settlers to Thailand crossed the Mekong River
from Laos to the Thai port city of Chiang Khong in Chiang Rai Province. From
there they migrated along the mountainous ranges adjacent to the Burmese
border before settling in either Chiang Mai or Mae Hong Son provinces (Tapp
1998:18).

Although there are clear variations on the exact arrival of the

Hmong in Thailand, what is clear is that political disturbances in China, such
as the Taiping Rebellion (1851-1864), were integral in forcing the Hmong from
their Chinese homeland to new areas of settlement in South-East Asia.

Despite the time discrepancies, it is important to highlight that although the
Hmong have only been in Thailand for 150 years, they, along with other
hilltribe communities, have become a key focus for bureaucrats in their
drafting of Thai government policy.

Although these communities still face

widespread discrimination and anomalies, and despite their minority status,
they have a loud and at times influential voice in Thai society. Ritchie and
Yang argue that this progress has been made thanks to the efforts of Thai
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university professors, government officials, the media and tribal nongovernment organizations and lobby groups (2000). Of all the tribal groups it
is the Hmong that have seemingly been targeted for development, with many
internationally-assisted development programs in the past 40 years seeking to
invest in these communities (Tapp 1989:151). The formation of organizations
such as the Hmong Association for Development in Thailand (HAFDIT) or
Koom hau tsim, kho hmoob tebchaws thaib has facilitated this progress. This
organization, which was founded eight years ago, has become a beacon of
hope for many Hmong villagers and a mediator between Hmong community
members living within villages and modernizers keen to utilize Hmong skills
and labour. The organization’s nine main goals are:
1. To promote and support the education of Hmong youth.
2. To promote women’s rights and work opportunities for women.
3. To give advice and prevent the spread of HIV within the Hmong
community.
4. To support environmental conservation.
5. To support Hmong art, culture and traditions.
6. To support increased standards of living among the Hmong and to
promote human rights.
7. To provide self-development and social skills to help Hmong living in
Thailand.
8. To coordinate and provide education about development opportunities.
9. To support the unity of the Hmong community (2003).
This organization is modern in structure and is an ‘artificial’ organ that is new
to traditional Hmong society. Some of the issues the organization attempts to
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address seemingly contradict elements of traditional Hmong culture.
However, the founders of the organization say the issues the organization
deals with serve not only to preserve ethnicity and culture but aim also to
modernize the Hmong in a manner which is culturally-relevant and sensitive.
The establishment of an organization such as this has been forced on the
Hmong, as a response to the rapid modernization many of the Hmong villages
and districts have experienced during the past 20 years. Gill argues:
They are subject to continuous pressures to move out of their
homelands in the mountains and forests, give up their traditional way
of life and language and adopt the ‘Thai way of life’ and religion in this
mainly Buddhist country (Asia Times 2001).
The objectives and activities of HAFDIT provide an insight into the issues
confronting the Hmong in Thailand today.

It provides an insight into the

influence of inter-ethnic conflict and how that can result in issues of intraethnic conflict. This is perhaps demonstrated in no better way than the fact
that among HAFDIT’s objectives include cultural and ethnic preservation and
unity alongside issues of women’s rights, human rights and modernization and
development.

Prasit Leepreecha, who is believed to be one of the first

Hmong PhD graduates in Thailand said:
Today there are big issues within the Hmong community in Thailand.
The new generation does not know how to engage with the traditional
generation. There are all kinds of conflicts and pressures within
traditional villages. However, usually the main pressure is for people to
become more Thai and more modern. When this happens it becomes
difficult to identify with being Hmong when you don’t speak the
language and when you don’t understand the culture (Personal
Communication, October 12, 2003).
It is for these reasons that modern institutions and organizations such as the
HAFDIT were established. As Prasit points out, the Hmong recognize that
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today they are facing internal, intra-ethnic conflicts that they have never
experienced before. He says:
Rapid modernization and globalization have opened the doors but the
changes we are talking about aren’t just about economics. The
concern of the Hmong is much deeper. We have divided hearts. We
want a better life but we also retain the old ways. But it seems difficult
to have both. The things we’re worried about most is the traditional
culture and the character of the Hmong being eroded and destroyed by
all the new things that modernization and globalization bring us
(Personal Communication October 12, 2003).
Thaworn Foofuang said that today in many Hmong villages in northern
Thailand, the Hmong were being seduced by modernization and its
consequences. He said:
There are big pressures on Hmong families today in Thailand. They
are pressures that have existed for a long time but modernization
means that now they have much bigger implications. For example, if
someone sends their children to the city for an education there is
pressure for other families do the same. If someone buys a television
people feel pressured to do the same and if someone buys a car there
is pressure for others to buy a car. This kind of pressure to modernize
affects almost every Hmong village in Thailand today (Personal
Communication, January 2004).
It is these conflicts between the old and new, or the traditional and the
modern, which form the basis of this thesis. These issues of social and ethnic
division have today created such conflict in Hmong tribal communities in
Thailand that Hmong are literally killing Hmong for the sake of ethnic
preservation and cultural retention. Although social pressures produce one
kind of conflict it seems the biggest internal conflicts occur when the defining
indicators of Hmongness are challenged. This brand of intra-ethnic conflict is
an ugly fruit of modernization, globalization and inter-ethnic conflict.

The

specific sources of this phenomenon in Hmong communities in Thailand will
now be examined in greater detail.
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Inter-Ethnic Conflict in Thailand
In complex multi-ethnic nation states such as Thailand, maintaining national
unity and peace can be a sensitive issue. David Brown in his investigation of
inter-ethnic conflict in South-East Asia describes this in terms of nationalism.
He highlights three forms of nationalism and their subsequent influence on
inter-ethnic relations: ethnocultural nationalism, multicultural nationalism and
civic nationalism (Brown 2001:8). In Thailand, ethnocultural nationalism is the
predominant form of nationalism. Brown says:
Ethnocultural nationalism indicates that full status and membership of
the national community be given to those possessing the required
ethnic attributes. In its authoritarian form this is interpreted to mean
that the state treats the other residents of its territory as second class
citizens, either excluding them from the full rights and status of
citizenship, or employing the state machinery to enforce assimilation
(Brown 2001:8).
This definition summarizes why inter-ethnic conflict has emerged within
Thailand.

The controversial citizenship issue in Thailand is the clearest

indication of this type of ethnocultural nationalism in action. Kampe in his
study of development defines this kind of ethnic conflict much more succinctly,
claiming: “The power of one people over another is jealously guarded and its
erosion, notwithstanding revolution, is a slow process indeed” (1997:141).
The combination of citizenship status coupled with a focus on ‘assimilation’ is
bound to cause tension, particularly when elements of minority ethnicity are
eroded. But when there is a perception that the power of the dominant group
is also being eroded there is a new source of tension. Brown also points out
this kind of assimilation or ethnocultural nationalism often occurs with subtlety.
He argues that if this occurs ‘democratically’, all definitions of ethnicity,
including those of the minority, are related firstly to definition of the ethnic
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majority.

In this circumstance the key elements of ethnic definition are

linguistics, religion and adherence to key cultural behaviours and rights.
Brown argues that in these circumstances the assimilation of ethnic minority
communities often occurs in a voluntary manner and in a way that is attractive
to the ethnic community. Brown rightly states:
Instead of relying on the state machinery to force the pace of
assimilation, the state relies more on the self-interests of ethnic
minorities to acquire the high status values of the ethnic majority
(Brown 2001:8).
It is important to recognize that Brown’s study focuses largely on inter-ethnic
relations and their outcomes. However, this thesis aims to look at how these
integrationist notions impact on ethnic communities and seeks to document
the intra-ethnic conflict that occurs as a consequence of this process of
cultural change.

As the first hypothesis in this paper states, inter-ethnic

conflict, that is two ethnicities in conflict with one another, and the associated
modernization that one ethnic group invariably introduces to another, is a
source of intra-ethnic conflict.

It would be fair to say that many of the rapid changes and the subsequent
inter-ethnic and intra-ethnic conflicts that have occurred in Hmong
communities in Thailand during the past 20 years have not deliberately been
forced on the Hmong by the lowland Thai. It has occurred as part of the
overall modernization and development of Thailand as the nation seeks to
forge a role in the globalizing world economy. Tawin Chatichaipiboon says
the change in hilltribe communities in Thailand has arisen from several
sources including government policy, political and administrative policy, the
economy, the society, worldwide currents of development and material
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prosperity (1997:97).

Prasit says this process has not only included the

imposition of Thai values but has also included the introduction of Western
values through the work of missionaries and foreign workers who have
implemented some of the government policies. He states: “It is little wonder
that these powerful forces can have a devastating effect on local values,
methods of living, culture and religion” (Personal Communication Prasit
Leepreecha October 2003, Chiang Mai). Regardless of the intent of Thai
government policy, the impacts of it have been widely felt within Hmong
communities across Thailand.

Although the official Thai government policy

toward hilltribes is officially ‘integration’, Brown’s definition cited earlier
indicates the nature of government policy often differs vastly from the rhetoric
of politicians and bureaucrats. The Thai government policy affecting tribal
populations changes continually. Like many nations, including Australia, the
policy toward ethnic communities in Thailand has varied from assimilation, to
segregation – through the development of hilltribe colonies, to integration
(Chatichaipiboon 1997:101). Tawin argues:
These recurrent policy changes make it difficult for the hilltribes to
adapt. Added to this is the fact they are seen as a ‘problem’ and,
therefore, the object of government programs and not as a true
participant (1997:101).
The first Thai government focus on hilltribes started in 1935 with the
introduction of a plan focused on the development of hilltribe schools. This
was followed by subsequent plans and the eventual establishment of the
Committee for the Welfare of Remote Populations in 1956 and the Committee
for Hilltribe in 1959.

The Committee for Hilltribe was to become the first

national-level organization with the focus on formulating national policy of
hilltribe development (United Nations 2003). In 1968 this committee changed
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its name to the Committee for Hilltribes and adopted border protection as its
focus. This culminated in a Cabinet decision on July 6, 1976, which initiated
the integration policy still promoted by the Thai Government today.

This

policy supports giving hilltribe communities full rights to practice their religion
and to maintain their cultures as ‘first class’, self-reliant Thai citizens (UN
2003).

However, as was discussed earlier, the difference between

government rhetoric and government practice is often vast. Elawat says:
The integration policy advocated by the Thai government is appropriate
in that it encourages the process of spontaneous or natural integration
without force. This coincides with Thailand’s open society and leaves
the decision on becoming members of the larger Thai society to the
tribal people themselves (1997:87).
This response could be considered naïve at best. Although Elawat’s appraisal
is theoretically accurate it does not consider the difficulties of obtaining
citizenship. It also does not explore the fact that, as Brown argues, force is
not necessarily a factor in an ethnic minority community assimilating into a
dominant culture. Although Elawat rightly points out that the modernization
that has occurred in Thailand in the past three decades has resulted in an
improved ‘quality of life’ for hilltribe communities, increased education and
health care opportunities, improved national security in border areas and
waning dependence on opium as a cash crop, he also acknowledges that this
process has heavily impacted on the cultural health of the hilltribe
communities.

There is no denying that economic and social factors are

extremely important in the life of any community; however, the cultural and
ethnic uniqueness of a community is what often defines it.

Elawat

acknowledges that these rapid changes have had significant impacts on the
ethnic fabric of hilltribe communities including:
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1. The upheaval of traditional social structures in the village.

Since

educated persons or those with the ability to communicate in Thai are
necessary for communicating with authorities, the village headman has
become redundant in favour of young Thai speakers.
2. Because younger hilltribes have been educated in Thai and often by
Thai teachers they regard their traditions, cultural beliefs and practices,
as well as the elders, backward and old-fashioned. This leads to a
breakdown in social respect that is a key element of Hmong social life.
3. Because of frequent exposure to the outside world through contact
with officials, overseas aid workers, missionaries and even through
television the importance of following world trends rather than tribal
trends prevails.
4. Villages adapting to modernization reveal both visible and invisible
modifications. Traditional clothing is being replaced by jeans and tshirts, villages are surrendering traditional farming and promoting
tourism, and some are using drugs and prostitution as a means of
luring tourists.
5. Exposure to modern products and increased competition between
clans has led to many competing to buy ‘luxury’ items such as
electrical appliances and cars.
6. In order to compete young people are leaving traditional village life in
search of wealth and job opportunities in the city. Parents are even
willing to sell their daughters into prostitution to get money to buy
consumer goods (Elawat 1997:90-91).
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Elawat’s assessment of the dual impacts of modernization and inter-ethnic
conflict clearly paint a picture of the crisis within Thailand’s hilltribe
communities. These six points acknowledged by Elawat will form the basis for
examining intra-ethnic conflict among the Hmong in Thailand in Chapter 8.

Elawat’s conclusion clearly supports Divale and Seda’s argument that
modernization is a process that is linked with a dominant party in a crosscultural relationship. Divale and Seda argue:
Modernization occurs when a more dominant and complex society
comes in sustained contact with a less complex society and the more
dominant and complex society exhorts an influence for change in the
less complex society. Some of the change is involuntary, such as the
influence of technology and more complex social organizations
imposed by the dominant culture, and some of the changes are
voluntary, such as changes in role expectations and material culture
desired by the members of the less complex society. When the
differences in complexity between the two cultures are great, the
results can be psychologically traumatic (2001:127).
While I agree with Divale and Seda’s conclusion, the aim of this thesis is to
examine the last aspect of their conclusion, that is, the psychological trauma
associated with the tremendous changes that occur as a result of
modernization. Prior to the 20th century this process of change, spurred on by
technological development, was gradual and prolonged, hence allowing less
complex communities the chance to adapt and integrate themselves, their
culture and their communities to the modern changes. But in Thailand this
process has occurred rapidly, and it is this rapid modernization that has been
destructive to ethnic communities and is a key source of intra-ethnic conflict in
their communities today. For example, although the Hmong are among the
most economically successful of Thailand’s hilltribes, they are not immune to
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these problems despite their strong sense of loyalty to their ethnicity. As
Elawat argues:
These increasing changes in social structure also lead to break-ups in
many tribal groups. In the past, each tribal society was controlled by
traditions as well as rules and regulations set up by the village itself.
With the passage of time and intrusions from external authorities, these
institutions became unable to handle even small disputes which were
easily settled in the past. The application of lowland laws and
regulations to tribal communities not only means greater costs but oft
times results in the escalation of insignificant problems into
uncompromising situations where one party has to win against the
other. The conflict can become so pronounced that the community is
torn apart (1997:91-92).
Although it is obvious that modernization does bring about change in any
community, it must be acknowledged that the rate at which this occurs, and
has occurred, is one of the most important aspects affecting an ethnic
community’s ability to retain meaningful identity and ethnicity. Kampe says
that all ethnicities are established within the confines of a cultural framework.
He says:
We are immersed in a fabric of traditions and expectations fixed by our
relations with others nearby, and the rules imposed by physical
limitations, and those in more powerful positions.
Given this
framework, we individually and collectively, build up theories which
explain causes and effects in this narrow world that impinges directly
upon us.
On this basis and within those boundaries, we act
(1997:133).
As Elawat pointed out earlier, modernization, inter-ethnic relations and global
changes can influence the psyche of an ethnic community. However, the
influence of these factors can move beyond this. They can also influence and
ultimately change the boundaries with which the ethnicity is defined. It is
during this process of redefining boundaries that the internal problems or
intra-ethnic conflict emerges within an ethnic community. Kampe argues that
cultural patterns define almost every aspect of an ethnic community including
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the actions, beliefs, roles, etiquette in prescribed situations, taboos, language,
dress and housing of an ethnic community (1997:133). Modernization, interethnic conflict and globalization target each of these areas through the
introduction of new ideas, new technology, new religion or new trends. It is
therefore little wonder conflict emerges in this process of change and it is little
wonder that this conflict is often traumatic and destructive to ethnic
communities which are subject to this. Chumpol Maniratanavangsiri, in an
examination of the impact of religious conversion on tribal communities,
claims that new religions bring with them new beliefs, social structures and
ethnic identity (Chumpol 1997:237). This is crucial in explaining why and how
intra-ethnic conflict occurs. It ultimately means that members of an ethnic
community define themselves according to different beliefs, values and even a
different culture. It therefore is not surprising that when these identities within
an ethnicity collide, there is the emergence of intra-ethnic conflict. Chumpol
argues:
Tribal societies all over the world have experienced great changes
since colonialism.
Many tribal people around the world have
abandoned their traditional belief systems and converted to the
mainstream religions of the world. Converting to another religion brings
about major changes to the tribal society in terms of beliefs, political
systems and social structures (Chumpol 1997:263).
The importance of this statement cannot be overstated. It demonstrates that
religion is a powerful influence on any ethnic community and that the
introduction of a new belief system not only changes culture, but as Chumpol
intimates, it can divide, destroy and even cause conflict within an ethnicity.
This is indicative of what has occurred in Hmong communities in Thailand and
around the world. It is curious that some scholars such as Tapp (1989) argue
that the conversion of an ethnic community to religions such as Christianity
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does not affect the religious identity of that group (2001:179).

However,

paradoxically, Tapp acknowledges that Christian conversion can result in
conflict between ethnic and kin members. Prasit argues:
…that the tension regarding ritual practices among Hmong subclan
members is the result of binary oppositions in Christianity. Conflicts
derive from the strict rules and dominant Western ideology that do not
accommodate to Hmong cultural contexts. As well, confrontations in
some part stem from the way Western missionaries set themselves
apart from local religious followers and preach against local beliefs
(2001:180).
In some respects Prasit’s argument is correct.

His argument firstly

acknowledges the existence of intra-ethnic conflict.

He then attempts to

explain why and how this type of conflict emerges within the Hmong
community. Although Prasit’s attempts to explain ‘why’ may be accurate in
some instances, he does not explain the intra-ethnic conflict that emerges in a
Hmong village where there are no missionaries.

It is true that Christian

conversion among the Hmong means that the Hmong who choose to become
Christian will usually not participate in certain rituals. However, it must also be
acknowledged that those who become Christian are generally no longer
reliant on the village shaman for healing, guidance and direction in their lives.
It must be acknowledged at this point that there is a number of influences that
create the conflict scenario. The first, as Prasit points out, can stem from
over-zealous missionaries preaching dogma that is incompatible with local
beliefs. The second, however, is the dogma of tradition enforced by local
Hmong religious leaders, who more often than not, acknowledge that
Christianity erodes their role, their position, their wealth and their power within
an ethnic community.

The example that Prasit highlights and rightly

recognizes is that of the dogmatic, zealous Christian missionary. However,
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his assessment is only half accurate. His research does not investigate these
issues from a Christian Hmong point of view, nor does it investigate the
individual implications of converting to Christianity. His viewpoint is based
predominantly on a collective point of view. This is important because the
very nature of Christianity focuses on a personal relationship with God, as well
as a collective fellowship of believers. Hence the belief focuses on both the
individual and the corporate. This in itself is a modern and new approach to
traditional Hmong culture and belief systems. The second point he does not
emphasize is that much of the missionary activity being conducted in Hmong
villages and areas of Thailand today is being conducted by Hmong who have
been trained in Bible colleges in Thailand and even in the United States. This
is important because the image of the foreign missionaries proselytizing
remote villages and building pitched-roof churches is now becoming a thing of
the past. Similarly, the arguments that are attached to these stereotypes are
also becoming outdated.

The Hmong in Thailand exist in a contradictory situation.

Although Thai

government policy has aimed to integrate the Hmong into Thai society by
providing increased educational opportunities and improved health care, there
are still many sources of inter-ethnic conflict between the Thai majority and
the Hmong minority. Issues such as the ambiguities associated with Thai
citizenship place many Hmong in an untenable situation. They exist, rather
than live, between cultures. This cloud that exists over their citizenship and
identity forces many Hmong to relinquish their ethnicity and identity in order to
pursue opportunities just to survive. It also means they are susceptible to
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exploitation. For some the first step on this path is the adoption of a Thai
name. The pressure to do this stems from the Thai Surname Act which was
passed in 1913 in a bid to promote Thai national identity and assimilate nonethnic Thais. This Act was also part of the state’s modernization project and
resulted in Thai people being given a surname in a bid to become more
western. This Act gave way to the Personal Name Act in 1962 which stated
that every Thai citizen must have a ‘proper’ first name and family name and
that the names had to have good meaning (Prasit 2001:111). This is usually
one of the first tasks given to Hmong students when they attend school for the
first time – surrendering their tribal name and receiving a Thai name. Prasit
said this is the beginning of a Thai-ization process that is often difficult to
undo. He said:
Once students have a Thai name they rarely want to be referred by
their Hmong name. They see it as an opportunity to fit in to the
mainstream society. If they have Hmong names sometimes they are
ridiculed or Thai people treat them differently but if they have a Thai
name no one is really sure where they are from. It can make life a lot
easier (Personal Communication, Chiang Mai October 2003).
Prasit, who had his Thai name given to him by a teacher at primary school,
said he was now only referred to by his Hmong name when he returned to his
parent’s village. He said professionally and among other academics he was
called by his Thai name and that he had given his children Thai names rather
than Hmong names. He said:
I don’t think that this is a case of losing any Hmongness because being
Hmong is inside of you. It’s not about your name or what people call
you. It is much greater than that (Personal Communication, Chiang
Mai October 2003).
Although the issue of names may not be considered an area of important
compromise among the Hmong, relinquishing Hmong names clearly serves to
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further reduce the uniqueness of the Hmong. It is part of the greater issue of
inter-ethnic conflict that is the source of such widespread intra-ethnic conflict
today.

Conclusion
Don McCaskill, in his research of these conflicting issues, argues that in the
modernizing world, the cultures of traditional ethnic communities are often
deemed incompatible with development and change. He says:
Traditional culture is often seen as an impediment to the development
process, and local community residents are rarely given any
meaningful decision-making role. In short, there is little room for
traditional indigenous culture as the penetration of capitalism extends
even into the remotest communities as part of the emerging global
society (1997:28).
He goes on to argue that for a nation such as Thailand, which has only
existed in its current form for about 60 years, creating a sense of belonging to
the nation state is seen by governments as crucial for the future viability of
that nation (1997:29). These issues are important because they demonstrate
the complexity of ethnic issues in the world today. The influence of interethnic conflict, modernization and globalization has spread beyond the cities
of Thailand. The tentacles of these highly influential processes have today
reached the most remote points of Thailand and have directly contributed to
the intra-ethnic conflict occurring in Hmong communities in Thailand. The
importance of Thai citizenship, the Naming Act, technological advances and
exposure to national and global communities cannot be underestimated.
These influences have had far-reaching consequences. The celebration of
Hmong New Year in the villages of Phop Phra District, Tak Province in
December 2003, graphically demonstrated these consequences.
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The

traditional New Year festivities, which bring together villagers from 44 villages
in the district now includes an annual soccer tournament. Forty village teams
were registered in the 2003 Hmong New Year tournament.

However,

because the soccer tournament had attracted an ‘unhealthy interest’ from the
villagers, the village head men decided to hold the tournament in the week
leading up to Hmong New Year, rather than during Hmong New Year because
of concern the soccer tournament was luring too many people away from the
true meaning and importance of Hmong New Year.

FIGURE 5: Hmong soccer teams, Hmong New
Year soccer tournament 2003, Tak Province.

One village headman said:
People are less interested in their families and sacrifices. All they are
excited about is who will win the soccer. Our world is changing and we
have to try and stop these influences before it goes too far (Personal
Communication, Tak Province December 2003).
This anecdote demonstrates how even the ‘global game’ of soccer can create
intra-ethnic conflict and concern within an ethnic community.
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This also

demonstrates how some ethnic community members can be left feeling
alienated and isolated as a consequence of these dramatic changes and
demonstrates why many ethnic communities are fervently attempting to
preserve their ethnicity.

Vang states that as a member of a Hmong

community she recognizes that the Hmong will not just sit back and allow
themselves to be changed. She says:
I have noticed the Hmong do not passively accept imposed change.
Instead, they evaluate their situations and respond according to what
they believe is in their best interest (2000).
The response of the Hmong to these complex inter-ethnic issues in Thailand
will now be investigated more specifically in Chapter 8.
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CHAPTER 8
INTRA-ETHNIC CONFLICT AND THE HMONG IN THAILAND

Introduction
For decades the Hmong of Thailand lived in relatively homogenous and
harmonious communities.

These communities operated under traditional

leadership patterns and structures and it is these structures that were used as
a mechanism to deal with disputes or conflicts that emerged within their
communities. In simple terms, kinship structures had been established and a
social, political and cultural framework was in place that not only helped the
community function, but also, and importantly, provided the foundation of
social order and their Hmong ethnicity.

As stated in Chapter 7, Hmong

communities were initially isolated and impermanent and they were mostly
free from interaction with lowland Thai and were devoid of contact from farang
or ‘white-skinned foreigners’. During this time, the Hmong in China had had
some contact with Christian missionaries.

Similarly, in Thailand, Hmong

alienation from the outside world received its first significant challenge in the
last half of the 19th century with the arrival of the first missionaries in Chiang
Mai. Although the arrival of these Presbyterian missionaries in 1868 was
initially focused on spreading the Christian gospel in the city of Chiang Mai,
the possibility of wider evangelism soon emerged.

After this settlement,

scouting parties of missionaries tracked the mountains and hills surrounding
Chiang Mai and reported that a potential ‘rich harvest field’ of unevangelized
tribal people existed in the mountains. The Hmong were among the first ‘tribal
people’ to be discovered by the missionaries.
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This contact with the farang

missionaries was the beginning of the modernization process among these
hilltribe communities, and is another reason the impact of Christianity will be
examined as one key sources of intra-ethnic conflict among the Hmong in
Thailand in this thesis. Although missionary activity towards the Hmong did
not escalate until the mid 1900s, it was again missionaries who introduced
elements of westernization to the Hmong.

Religion, Identity and Conflict
Donald Swearer in his paper Religious Identity and Globalization argues that
Christian missionaries in Thailand were important players in the globalization
process. He says: “Missionaries brought with them modernization. They
introduced modern medicine, built schools and brought with them a global and
world religion” (2003).

However, this early contact with outsiders was

sporadic. Although ‘crusades’ into the mountains were conducted, the impact
these early missionaries had in evangelizing the Hmong or ‘heathen mountain
dwellers’, as they were sometimes described, was minimal. It was not until 50
years ago that the extent of this missionization began producing fruit, in terms
of Hmong Christian converts.

Protestant missionaries started work in

Thailand in 1951 with the China Inland Mission assigning a missionary to
Hmong settlements in Mae Hong Son Province.

This was followed by

missionary activity in the village of Huai Luang in Tak Province in 1953. In the
same year four Hmong families converted to Christianity, which was followed
by the conversion of another four families in Phetchabun Province (Prasit
2001:185). Anne (pseudonym), a Hmong woman in the village of Baan Khun
Vang, about 80 kilometres south of Chiang Mai city, said her father was one of
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the first Hmong in Thailand to convert to Christianity in Phetchabun Province.
She said his family circumstances were extraordinary prior to his conversion
to Christianity. She said:
He had been an orphan and was adopted into another family. They
accepted him as their own and cared for him. He had several brothers
and they all liked each other but when he became a Christian his family
hated him. They turned on him and told him he was adopting the ways
of the farang and that in some way he was betraying the Hmong. They
told him to stop Christianity or they would kill him (Personal
Communication, Baan Khun Vang January 14, 2001).
Anne said she did not know why her father’s family reacted like they did but
believed they saw it as the only way of protecting their culture from outside
influences. She said:
The Hmong are very proud and loyal to each other. They saw that this
may undermine the strength of that bond. But they also feared that
because their son had turned his back on the ancestors and that he
refused to make sacrifices to them any more that it would result in
punishment for every one in the village.
They feared the
consequences of his actions would result in punishment for them from
angry spirits (Personal Communication Baan Khun Vang January 14,
2001).
These experiences of violence and ostracism within Hmong communities still
exist today. Although this example highlights intra-familial conflict in the first
instance, it is important to recognize that the conflict is not limited to a familial
dispute.

It goes beyond that and given the Hmong notion of a collective

consciousness, eventually involves everyone in the village. In fact, as will be
highlighted in this chapter, these acts of violence and conflict have become
even more widespread as influences such as Christianity have spread among
Hmong communities and the factors associated with modernization and
globalization seek to further change the traditional character of Hmong
communities. In 1990 it was estimated that there were at least 5,000 Hmong
Christians in Thailand, or five percent of the total Hmong population
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(2001:186).

Following a church planting program by the Christian and

Missionary Alliance denomination among Hmong communities in Thailand in
1997, a further 14 churches were planted with a membership of 1,300 people
(Prasit 2001:186). However, significant growth of Christian churches in recent
years has seen an increase and escalation of conflicts within Hmong villages.

Giddens’ statement, cited in Chapter 1, claiming that the battleground of the
21st Century will pit fundamentalism against cosmopolitan tolerance is
important for two main reasons that are relevant to this thesis. The first is that
his argument is contrary to the popular belief that fundamentalism is not just
related to religion but also can relate to ethnic identity. The second is that
often the reaction within an ethnic community to ‘outside influences’ and
‘globalizing forces’ is that the renewed and purified traditions are embraced as
a rallying point for people and in this process of developing ‘pure’ forms of
ethnicity, conflict situations often erupt. Nancy Martin says although interreligious encounter is a fundamental aspect of humanity; traditions, culture
and ethnicity often reemerge and reinvent themselves when faced with
dominance.

She argues:

“Isolation is no longer an option.

TV and

technology are making it harder for communities to hold on to the exclusive”
(2003).

The tendency for communities to seek isolation as a means of

retaining ethnicity, culture and religion is nothing new; however, the decision
to choose isolation is often a direct response to and consequence of
globalization, modernization and inter-ethnic conflict.

The isolationist

response is an important factor in the manifestation of intra-ethnic conflict.
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Professor Wesley Ariarajah says that globalization has put the isolationist
tendencies of religious traditions and ethnicities under pressure. He argues:
The same global processes that draw communities together have also
been experienced as a threat to the specificity and identity of religious
communities. In response, some begin to build stronger theological
and doctrinal walls to protect themselves from the impact of global
forces; others decide to contain their impact and the consequent
disruption of their social fabric through active confrontation. In other
words, religious traditions are also emerging as forces that resist
several features of the emerging global age (2003).
The importance of Professor Ariarajah’s comments has been highlighted in
the lives of the Hmong in Thailand and Australia. As the influences of the
world invade their traditional villages and culture, some Hmong leaders have
sought isolationism and have supported the construction of cultural and
religious walls as a means of protecting their culture, their religion, their
ethnicity and ultimately their Hmongness.

This is not surprising, but

demonstrates how difficult it is for ethnic communities to recontextualize their
ethnicity without major upheavals in their societies.

However, Gary Lee

supports Martin by arguing that using isolation as a means of retaining culture
is no longer a viable tactic or a possibility. He says:
No society is today isolated from the influences of the most powerful
economic and political systems around them. The encroachment of
capitalism and government into the heartlands of the most isolated
tribes means that virtually no human groups have been left untouched
(Lee 1996).
Lee argues that as a consequence of this, many ethnic communities have
been changed materially and culturally forever.

These effects have been

magnified somewhat by the speed of change.

It is interesting that Nicholas Tapp, in his study of the White Hmong in
northern Thailand, expands on these notions, identifying this phenomenon in
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terms of the influence of the introduction of Christianity to a traditional Hmong
community. He says:
In times of extreme economic deprivation, recourse has been had both
to violent uprising and to the adoption of Christianity. Occasionally the
two strategies have been adopted together (1989:91).
Tapp also points out that there is a close connection between the adoption of
Christian beliefs and the emergence of messianic cults.

He says:

“Messianism is thus to be seen as a response of the traditional belief system
to alien belief systems which challenge” (1989:99).

This incidence of

messianism has certainly prevailed among the Hmong in Laos and Australia,
but it has not been an issue of vast concern in Hmong communities in
Thailand, although there are some isolated examples where this has
occurred.

It is obvious that the issues associated with such violence and conflict within
an ethnic community is incredibly complex.

Often the extent of conflict

between Hmong who embrace Christianity and those who uphold traditional
religions is determined by the level of dogma associated with the religious
practice of both parties. Although the initial point of conflict exists within the
family, it almost always spread beyond the family to include clans and entire
villages. The problems that result are connected with a range of issues such
as dominance, culture, ethnicity and even power and leadership.

The

significance of this relationship is best highlighted by Tapp who says:
Where Christianity comes into conflict with elements of the original
belief system and traditional practice, in fact represents a more serious
opposition than the opposition between Christianity and Buddhism
(1989:104).
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This aspect of Tapp’s argument is crucial to the hypotheses being argued in
this thesis, as it demonstrates how inter-ethnic relations affect the intra-ethnic
relations in an ethnic community that follows an informal religion. However,
the important question that rises from this statement is ‘why’. Although Tapp
is quick to blame the introduction of a global religion into Hmong culture for
causing this type of intra-ethnic conflict, his argument remains somewhat two
dimensional. It will be conceded in this chapter that the actions of some
Christian zealots in some Hmong villages in Thailand have contributed to the
conflict that has emerged within Hmong communities. However, it seems
unreasonable to point the finger of blame exclusively at the Christians. What
Tapp fails to emphasize is that the traditional religion of the Hmong is deeply
ingrained in the Hmong sense of ethnic identity. His argument fails to deeply
examine the practical importance of the third dimension – the religious side of
the Hmong.

The importance of the traditional religion of the Hmong was

highlighted by both traditional Hmong and Christian Hmong in interviews
conducted throughout Thailand as part of this research. Without exception, all
the Christian Hmong interviewed conceded that to be a Christian Hmong
meant they had sacrificed a part of their Hmongness. Mai, a 23-year-old
Hmong Christian convert from the world’s largest Hmong district of Khaek Noi
in Phetchabun Province, central Thailand, said she accepted that by
becoming a Christian she had sacrificed a part of her Hmongness.

In a

personal interview in January 2004 she said:
I don’t believe you can be truly Hmong and be a Christian. There are
some aspects of Hmong culture that I can no longer participate in
because I am a Christian. Although I have been to Bible college I
make these choices based on a conviction from the Spirit of God, not
because someone has told me to behave in a certain way. I knew
becoming a Christian may result in some conflict in my family, clan and
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community but I am prepared for that sacrifice because in Christ I am
free and I have salvation. This is more important than anything
(Personal Communication, Chiang Mai January, 2004).
These points are crucial in relation to the occurrence of intra-ethnic conflict in
Hmong communities in Thailand.

Vayong Moua supports this saying that

Christianity simplified the complex Hmong animistic spirit world and provided
hope and answers to Hmong people regarding salvation and the afterlife.
Moua argues:
Christianity offered the belief in one god and eliminates natural spirits
of the world. Hmong Animism is dependent on a stable relationship
with spirits that could harm you. It requires appeasement of spirits
through rituals and sacrifices. Christianity is a religion that has a belief
in supreme protection from an almighty god. This aspect of Christianity
appealed to the Hmong, because then the spirit world was simplified to
two major powers – God and Satan only. Thus, those who opposed
these aspects of Hmong Animism and felt secure from Christianity
converted (1995:5).

Although this chapter will support Giddens’ argument, contending that religion
and ethnic fundamentalism is a major source of intra-ethnic conflict in Hmong
communities, it will be acknowledged that it is not the only source of conflict.
It will be argued that factors such as the desire for wealth, success, drug use,
prostitution and materialism are also factors that can cause intra-ethnic
conflict within Thailand’s Hmong community.

Although many Hmong

communities in Thailand are embracing isolationist policies as a means of
tackling the problem of intra-ethnic conflict, it seems that that this strategy is
only serving to create new conflicts. The following examples will demonstrate
how intra-ethnic conflict is emerging in Hmong communities across Thailand.
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Examples of Intra-Ethnic Conflict
Six case studies will now be presented demonstrating the manifestation of
intra-ethnic conflict in different cultural contexts within four provinces in
Thailand.

Case Study 1 – Baan Khun Vang – Chiang Mai Province
The following account was put together following interviews with residents of
Baan Khun Vang conducted in 2001 and 2004. It is demonstrative of how
intra-ethnic conflict can occur within a Hmong community in Thailand as a
consequence of Christian conversion.

The first two men to become Christians in the village of Baan Khun Vang were
members of the Yang clan. Baan Khun Vang is a Hmong community of about
80 families south-west of Chiang Mai city. The village, which neighbours Doi
Inthanon National Park, is essentially a homogenous Hmong community,
although one American and a handful of Thai workers also live in the village.
The American resident is married to a Hmong woman. The village is home to
a Royal Development Project which produces vegetables and flowers.
Another development project in the village is experimenting with growing
oolong tea and coffee. The village is home to one church which is pastored
by Hmong Christians who live in the village. It is believed at least 20 families,
or one quarter of the village population is Christian. This account follows the
path of one of the first Christian converts in the village.
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The first two men in the village to become Christian believers were both wellknown shamans. They became Christian at around the same time in 1983.
The first shaman, after becoming a Christian, showed no noticeable difference
to his life and although he claimed to be Christian, did not display any distinct
characteristics which separated him from the traditional Hmong. Although he
claimed to be Christian he continued to perform shamanic rituals and as a
consequence faced no intra-ethnic conflict from other members of the
community. Twenty years after the man’s ‘Christian conversion’ he said he
was renouncing the Christian faith and returning to full-time shamanism.
Although details of the first man’s conversion were recounted by locals, it was
the details of the second shaman’s Christian conversion that were widely
discussed and debated in the village.

The second shaman’s decision to convert to Christianity greatly impacted the
village on many levels.

He belonged to a powerful family and was the

shaman with the most spiritual authority and power in the village. One family
in the village had had a curse placed upon them and two of their children had
died, which they believed was a consequence of the curse and the angry
spirits’ activity to which the family had been subjected. A French missionary
who had come to the village met the family and said he would pray for the
protection of their remaining daughter. He told them that he wanted her to
become a Christian and that he would pray against the curse. The family also
turned to the most powerful shaman in the village and sought his help. The
shaman used to speak to the spirits every day and they used to speak back to
him and guide him. However, after the French missionary’s intervention in
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praying for the family, the spirits the shaman used to communicate with each
day failed to respond or reciprocate any of his messages.

He started to

become fearful about the power of the Jesus spirit he knew the missionary
prayed to. After days of silence from his shamanic spirits he concluded that
the Jesus spirit was greater than any of the traditional Hmong spirits. He took
all his altars and implements used for practicing shamanism outside of his
house and burnt them in full view of everyone in the village. Because of the
respect the shaman had and because of his renown in healing and helping
families in the village, a further eight families in the village followed the
shaman in deciding to convert to Christianity.

The consequences of the shaman’s actions were instantaneous.

His

immediate brother cursed him and his brother who lived opposite him also
cursed him. He was ostracized and segregated from any involvement with his
family’s activities and in his daily life was ridiculed and taunted by everyone in
the village. He became involved in land disputes. Because of his success as
a shaman, he was one of the wealthiest residents in the village but as a
consequence of his conversion to Christianity, he had his land stolen or
confiscated from him by other clan members. He was stripped of any respect
from anyone in the village and did not receive any favour in any disputes
within his clan. Despite the financial hardship, loss of position and damning
public ridicule that followed as a result of his decision to become a Christian,
the former shaman stayed in the village and fathered two sons. The former
shaman’s youngest son, who was not married, embraced Christianity, but his
eldest son (who was married) refused to become a Christian. This refusal to
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embrace Christianity signified a major split within the family and a classic
example of intra-ethnic conflict. However, the former shaman’s non-Christian
son faced many problems. It was believed that angry spirits were targeting
him and his family.

As a result he suffered crop failures, sickness and

accidents. The son and his wife turned to the village shaman for help but their
problems continued.

In an act of desperation they turned to Christianity.

They blamed the Hmong spirits for their problems and acknowledged that they
needed forgiveness for their sins and faith in Jesus Christ. Today this son is
the pastor of the village church and in 1999 he was elected to the position of
village headman in Baan Khun Vang.

FIGURE 6: Church Baan
Khun Vang, Chiang Mai.

Although he was elected from three other candidates, his election to the most
important political position in the village has done little to guarantee any
renewed favour towards Christians in the village or to him. One villager said:
They may have voted for him but they certainly don’t respect him or
any of his decisions. People voted for him because he was the only
one who wasn’t corrupt, not because they like him. He is more like a
figurehead than a true village headman (Personal Communication,
Chiang Mai, February 2004).
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The lack of respect toward the village headman is demonstrated by people
ridiculing him at public meetings and mocking him about his Christianity. He
is often belittled in front of large gatherings of village people, which would
never occur in a traditional context. The villagers said they elected him as a
lesson to the corrupt candidates. It was hoped that electing a Christian would
force the others to turn away from the things they were doing that were
upsetting people in the village.

Case Study 2 – Baan Huay Naam Khao – Phetchabun Province
The following example of intra-ethnic conflict was revealed following a
personal interview with a Hmong woman named Mai in Chiang Mai in January
2004. The case study highlights two of the causes of intra-ethnic conflict.
The first focuses on the Christian conversion of Mai as a teenage girl in Baan
Huay Nam Khao, while the second focuses on the drug dependence of her
father.

In 1995 Mai says she made the most important decision of her life. She says
her decision to become a Christian as a 15-year-old Hmong girl was the most
important because it has affected not only her personally, but also the
members of her entire family. Mai said her family is traditional Hmong who
performed traditional Hmong rituals.

Her great-grandfather moved to

Phetchabun Province during World War II and her family had lived in the
village of Baan Huay Nam Khao in the district of Khaek Noi all her life. The
village had a small church which had a Hmong pastor and had been
established by the Thailand Church of Christ (Presbyterian denomination).
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There are about 20 Christian households in the village of about 200
households. Mai said her family, which includes her mother and father and
six brothers and sisters, were not interested in Christianity until her father got
sick. She said:
My father got this sickness and would go to healers in the village trying
to get better but nothing would work. So one day he came to us and
said we are going to go to church. We didn’t question him but just did
as he said. After we went to church my father got better and then as
soon as he got better we stopped going to church. We only went for
about one month (Personal Communication, February 2004).
However, Mai said going to church sparked a deeper interest in Christianity
in her. She said she had a Christian friend from another Hmong family in the
village and they invited her to an evangelism rally in the village. She said:
I had never even read a Bible or knew anything about it. But they set
up a movie screen in the village at Christmas time and started showing
the Jesus movie in the Hmong language. I couldn’t believe how
amazing this story was and it made me cry. I had a feeling deep inside
me that knew this was right and I knew that I had to become a Christian
(Personal Communication January 2004).
Mai said she went to her father and mother and told them of her decision to
become a Christian and she said they did not really say anything but told her
they believed Christians were ‘good people’. However, she said that when
she attempted to express her Christianity through her life it created more
difficult circumstances, confusion and some conflict. She said:
There are many ways I must now think differently about my family. The
way I worship and live is the most important way. During Hmong New
Year I do not attend the sacrifices and told my mother and father I
would not be going because I no longer worshipped the gods of the
ancestors. The first time I said I wasn’t going they did not understand
what was wrong with me and said they would take a piece of my
clothing if I wasn’t going to go. I told them to not take anything of mine
because I no longer believed in making sacrifices to ancestors and
idols and I told them I had a new god. But they told me it was okay for
me to be a Christian in Chiang Mai but in my village I had to be Hmong
and that included making sacrifices. My father then took me to my
uncle who is a fortune teller and asked him to read my fortune. But I
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refused and I told my father to go by himself because I no longer
believed these things as a Christian. My family was confused and did
not understand why I had defied them (Personal Communication,
February 2004).
Mai said that three months after she became a Christian she applied to
attend a Bible college in Chiang Mai province. She said because she did not
understand the Bible and knew it was important, she decided to leave her
family. She said:
They at first did not understand why I wanted to leave them but they
allowed me to go. When I got to Chiang Mai the people at the Bible
College told me that I was too young to study there but after I did the
exam and had an interview they eventually let me study (Personal
Communication, February 2004).
While at the Bible College, Mai met a Karen Bible College student and they
started dating. She said that her relationship with the Karen student had also
been a cause of tension within her family. She said she took her boyfriend
back to her village to meet her family and told her father that the two of them
wanted to get married but her father remained silent. She recounted:
My father went to my mother and told her it was not wise to be friends
with another tribe because the Hmong did not know enough about
them. My father told me not to marry him (Personal Communication
February 2004).
When I went back to Chiang Mai and told my boyfriend, he told me not to
worry about it but to pray. After one year in Chiang Mai, Mai returned to her
village and told her father that she still wanted to continue the relationship
she had with the Karen student. She said her father said to her mother: “If
Mai likes this boy what can we do, but you must not get pregnant before you
are married.” Mai said although the conflict issue between her family and her
fiancé was resolved, it gave rise to another conflict issue regarding their
wedding plans. She said because she and her fiancé were both Christian
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they wanted to marry in a church but her parents forbade them from marrying
in the church in her home village. She said:
My father and mother will not permit us to get married in the church.
Because another Christian couple in my village got married at the
parent’s home my mother and father say I should get married at their
home. My father said that they gave birth to me at home so I should
also get married at home. I have told my parents that there are to be
no sacrifices to ancestors because we do not believe in this. My
parents also suggested a Buddhist wrist-stringing ceremony be
included in the wedding but we have told them we don’t want anything
like that. Although we will marry in the house as an act of respect, we
will hold a Christian wedding service in the church on the following day
(Personal Communication, February 2004).
In addition to the conflict about where the wedding would be held Mai said
there was also the issue of what would be worn. She said at the wedding
ceremony in her parent’s home, her Karen husband would wear traditional
Hmong clothing and at the wedding in the church she would wear traditional
Karen clothing, with the addition of a western-style veil. She said inter-ethnic
compromise had caused far fewer problems than the intra-ethnic problems
(see Figures 6 and 7).

FIGURE 7: Hmong Christian wedding in
Karen clothing with western veil.

FIGURE 8: Hmong Christian wedding, in
Hmong clothing but without traditional
sacrifices.
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Mai said her family had also faced conflict in her village because of her
father’s drug addiction. Her father was addicted to opium for many years
before becoming addicted to amphetamines. She said that as a child growing
up her father would not work and that often her whole family would be crying
because they were hungry. She said:
Any money my father had he would spend on drugs. He would usually
go to my uncle and he would sell them to him. It was very difficult for
all of us and no one in the village like my father because of it. The
people would avoid him and not speak to him because of the way he
was treating his family. It was very difficult as a child because we felt
like no one liked us (Personal Communication, January 2004).
Although her family had been ostracized by the Hmong community, Mai said it
did not stop her father from taking drugs. She said it was not until one day
when he came home and saw all his children crying because they were
starving that he realized what he was doing. After that he vowed never to
take drugs again and until this day he hasn’t. Mai said that after her father
stopped taking drugs and people in the village saw the change in his life they
again started to include her family in village activities. She said:
People started to talk to us again and involve us. But because my
uncle continued to sell the drugs no one in the village has anything to
do with him. Our family also has nothing to do with him (Personal
Communication, January 2004).
Although Mai acknowledges that she and her family have experienced
exclusion and problems as a result of her Christian conversion and her
father’s drug dependence she does not see these repercussions as conflict.
She said:
Foreigners might see it as conflict but we see it as part of the Hmong
way of working things out. Sometimes it is not easy when these things
are happening but I don’t think I would call it a conflict (Personal
Communication, February 2004).
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Case Study 3 – Pua/ Baan Namsot – Nan Province
The town of Pua in Nan Province is a focal point for the Hmong villages
scattered in the hills of Nan. Christian missionaries have been active in the
district for the past 50 years. Dr Galand Bare first established a ministry in the
district in 1953 as a meeting point with the Hmong who came into the village
to meet with government officials and to visit the market (Prasit 2001:185).
Because few of the Hmong villages in the district have schools, Hmong
students wanting to further their education attend Thai Government schools in
Pua.

In 1958 Dr Bare established the Pua Christian Hostel for Hmong

students attending primary school. Dr Bare also established the Pua Hospital
in 1971. The first Hmong student to convert to Christianity at the centre was
in 1959. Today the centre continues to operate under the leadership of Mak
and Narola Sanglir. This case study is the account of a village shaman near
Pua, who became a Christian after Hmong Christians from the Pua Christian
Hostel returned to their villages from Pua to share the Christian gospel. It
demonstrates intra-ethnic conflict in action

On December 15, 2003, Moh Thaow, a female shaman in Namsot village,
Nan Province decided to become a Christian. Her whole family joined her in
her decision to renounce traditional Hmong religion and to become a
Christian. The timing of Thaow’s conversion, just 10 days before Hmong New
Year celebrations, placed her and her family under a great deal of pressure
from people within her village. Because she was a key practitioner involved in
the Hmong New Year celebrations many people in the community and her
village cursed her and threatened her family with curses and physical harm.
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Thaow was particularly tested during the Hmong New Year by her husband's
family for not doing ancestor worship, however, the threats against her came
from a diverse range of people within her village. At that time of the year
specific sacrifices are made to ancestors that determine the fortune and fate
of families for the next year but following her conversion, she refused to
participate in any of the Hmong New Year rituals. Despite the threats of harm
to her and her family they decided to attend church faithfully, and are studying
the Bible regularly. In addition, since her Christian conversion, Thaow has
destroyed all the implements and altars associated with her former shamanic
rituals. This was done as a public display of her changed life as a Christian.
Another man in the village also became a Christian, however, his family have
refused his decision to accept the Christian gospel. After he told his father
that he no longer wanted to worship his ancestors, his father arranged a
meeting with the man’s family and clan in the village. The father told the clan
that he wanted his son ostracized from his family and from the clan. The
father has since disowned his son and his clan has asked him to leave the
village and never to return, unless he returns to the traditional Hmong ways.
These recent Christian conversions have left the village divided not only at a
community level but at a clan and family level.

Case Study 4 – Baan Gaew– Tak Province
The following example of intra-ethnic conflict was revealed after a series of
interviews and visits to Ban Sip Sii and Baan Gaew in Tak Province
throughout 2003 and 2004.
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Sam Yang is 23 years old.

He was born in Thailand and grew up in a

mountain village in Umphang District, Tak Province before he was relocated
with his family to a government-constructed village in Tak Province about 10
years ago. He is Hmong Njua or Blue Hmong. His village of Baan Gaew or
Village Number Nine, is not a traditional Blue Hmong village, with most of the
houses featuring Thai-style architecture as a consequence of the government
relocation program. It is made up of about 200 families with the average
family having between seven and eight children. There is only one Thai family
living in the village. In his family he is one of 11 children. He is the youngest
and until recently was the only Christian in his family.

However, during

Hmong New Year in 2003/2004 one of his brothers also became a Christian.
The village of Baan Gaew had been relatively untouched by missionaries until
about 1994. Prior to this some Catholic missionaries had come to the village
but had had very little luck in converting the Hmong to Catholicism.

However, in 1995 a Hmong Lutheran missionary from the United States came
to Sam’s village to tell them about Christianity and the need for salvation.
Since that time, Christianity has been steadily growing in the village and today
there are more than 50 baptized believers within the village. Sam says that
one of the Hmong Christian converts in the village has not been baptized
because of his father’s refusal to accept his son’s Christian conversion. He
said many Hmong who converted to Christianity were afraid of openly
showing their Christianity. Sam said:
In the general way of life it is not a problem but the change of lifestyle
and the reluctance to take part in specific ‘religious’ events in the
village causes significant problems. There is a lot of pressure on the
individual to not become a Christian because of the spiritual
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consequences to the man’s family, clan and the community as a whole
(Personal Communication, Chiang Mai August 3, 2003).
This is characterized by one man in the village who said: “I want to be a
Christian but I cannot become a Christian until my parents die”. Sam said:
There is a real fear in the village that the customs will change as a
result of Christianity and that as a result the younger people might not
respect the older people as much and the traditional social order will
break down. There is a fear of this in particular because a lot of the
younger people are the ones who are converting to Christianity
(Personal Communication, August 3, 2003).
These examples highlight the hold ethnic, kinship and social ties have on the
Hmong in Thailand. Sam said that within the village everyone knew that if
they became a Christian it would mean they would have to make significant
lifestyle changes. He said this was often difficult for people to accept. This
issue was greater for people who had a lot to lose, such as the shaman.

Sam said that he believed that the shamans’ fear they will lose their power as
a result of Christians coming to the village. Many of them have wielded power
for many years and some make money from their work as a shaman. Many
fear that if people do not come to them for healing or religious matters their
importance will diminish.

Others fear that Christianity will damage their

reputations so when things go wrong in the village they blame the Christians
and their disloyalty to the traditional Hmong ways. There was one man who
became a Christian and only days later one of his relatives in his family died.
The village leaders told him it was because the spirits were angry at his
decision and said that he should return to the traditional ways. But he did not.
Sam said he was unsure of how to resolve problems such as these but
believed the best solution was by living in the village. He said:
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The only way to fix the problem is to live among my people and to show
them they have nothing to fear from Christians. I think that rather than
preaching at them I can use my life as a Christian and if they are
interested, the Bible, to show them another way. Nothing is ever
achieved by conflict but I think understanding is the key to resolving
this (Personal Communication, June 2003).
He said that he thought that the intra-ethnic conflict issues that had arisen in
the village could be resolved, but believed it would require a greater
understanding of what Christianity was. He said that as it stood people feared
the cultural and religious consequences of abandoning traditional belief
systems in favour of a foreign belief system.

Case Study 5 – Baan Sip Sii – Tak Province
Yut is a Hmong student studying for his high school diploma in Chiang Mai.
He has 23 brothers and sisters and his family lives in the village of Baan Sip
Sii in Tak Province.

Yut moved to Chiang Mai after being offered the

opportunity of an education by a Lutheran missionary organization based in
the city. The mission organization, which has sponsored the education of 12
other Hmong boys from Yut’s district, was developed to educate Christian
Hmong boys in the villages around the government-constructed villages in the
Phop Phra district of Tak province. Yut has been involved in the education
program for the past three years. During that time he has attended Bible
study classes in the mornings from Monday to Friday at the Lutheran church
in Chiang Mai, while attending night school in the evenings. He said:
It is good I have other Hmong people from my village in the dorm in
Chiang Mai. It makes it easier for me but it is difficult. I am the only
Christian in my family and my father does not like me being a Christian.
He has only allowed me to come here because I have the chance of
getting an education (Personal Communication, February 2004).
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Yut said although he had been given the freedom to study in Chiang Mai,
there was still tremendous pressure from his father to follow the traditional
Hmong ways.

He said although his father tolerated his decision to be

Christian he would not allow him to be baptized. He said:
I find it very difficult because I have Jesus in my heart and I want to be
baptized. But when I asked my father he told me that I cannot do it and
if I do he will not want me back in the village. My heart is heavy
because of this because I know I should be baptized but I want to
respect my father (Personal Communication, June 2003).
Yut said that baptism would mark a separation from the traditional ways and
contribute to further conflict in his family. He said when he returned to Baan
Sip Sii it was often difficult because there was pressure for him and other
Christians to take part in the sacrifices. He said:
I no longer believe these things but I want to respect the traditional
Hmong ways. When I see my father with two wives it makes me very
sad. I find it difficult to accept (Personal Communication, January,
2004).

FIGURE 9:
A baptism performed to
coincide with Hmong New Year, Tak
Province, December 24, 2004.

FIGURE 10: Traditional embroidery with a
Christmas theme. Christian Hmong dress
up for Hmong New Year, Tak Province.
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Rob Meister, Pastor of the Chiang Mai City Christian Community Church
which houses the Hmong students from Tak, said:
For the Hmong to leave their villages and to come to Chiang Mai to
attend school is a tremendous sacrifice. Becoming a Christian has
been a tremendous sacrifice for all of them. Sometimes it means
sacrificing elements of their culture that are deemed important for their
Hmongness. Each of the boys has been required to work out for
themselves what actually constitutes Hmongness. This has been a
great challenge for them. Some of the challenges have involved
deciding whether aspects of their culture are just and right and whether
those elements are worth embracing (Personal Communication, July
2003).
Meister said many of the young men have despaired because their fathers
have taken a second wife. He said they feel that as Christians their eyes have
been opened to these sorts of things. Whereas once they were oblivious to
these sorts of issues they now feel great sadness and see marriage as
something that should be only limited to one woman. Rather than using their
traditions as a measuring stick, they now use the Bible as a measuring stick
for addressing these types of cultural issues. They feel that the old religion
offers them nothing but fear. Even in Christ there is a tendency for them to
hold on to icons of the past for protection. They have grown up with fear of
the spirits for the consequences of doing the wrong thing and now they have
seen freedom. They are often told that as Christians their unwillingness to
participate in a spiritual event will bring curses on the family; but not only the
immediate family but also the whole community. Yut said the pressure of this
in his own family was a major source of conflict.

The extent of the conflict in Baan Sip Sii was witnessed in 1999 with the
arrival of a Hmong pastor from the United States. The pastor, who had been
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relocated to the United States as part of the refugee program in the late 1970s
and 1980s, had returned to Tak Province as part of a Christian evangelism
program. After only two days in the village, the American Hmong pastor was
found dead in the village. Although an investigation and post-mortem was
conducted by the United States Consulate-General in Chiang Mai city the
cause of death was listed as a heart attack. However, the Christian Hmong in
the United States and the Hmong in Tak Province believe the pastor was
poisoned. One Hmong community member said in an interview in January
2004 that the area around Baan Sip Sii, including Baan Chedi Kok, was
renowned for such killings. He said that if someone came to the village that
the people did not like or who they thought they might harm the community,
then they might be killed. The man said:
The American pastor was probably killed because he was Christian.
There was no other reason for it. This is a very Hmong way of killing
someone. They use natural poisons and put it in the food and death is
sudden, almost instant. Some Hmong pastors and Christians have
antidotes to the poison that they take with them when they evangelize
Hmong villages because poisoning is very common (Personal
Communication, February 2004).

FIGURE 11:
Bible study and
prayer before Hmong New Year
festivities, Baan Gaew, Tak.
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Case Study 6 – Baan Khun Vang, Chiang Mai Province
The following brief case study demonstrates that not all intra-ethnic conflict in
Hmong villages in Thailand is the result of religious change.

In 2003, a man and a woman were ‘divorced’ from Baan Khun Vang in Chiang
Mai. The husband was told to leave the village and never return after being
repeatedly told by the village headman to stop stealing, stop taking drugs and
for his wife to stop prostituting herself. It was widely believed that the couple
was involved in the local drug trafficking scene, and after they refused to heed
the warning of the village headman, they were thrown out of the village. Their
home was torn down and they were escorted to their home village, in a
neighbouring district.

Case Study Analysis
This kind of intra-ethnic conflict among the Hmong in Thailand is nothing new,
nor is it exclusive to certain Hmong communities.

Today, as these case

studies highlight, issues of intra-ethnic conflict exist in different Hmong
communities in four different provinces. This is important because it illustrates
that the issue of intra-ethnic conflict is widespread among the Hmong in
Thailand.

The case studies also reveal that intra-ethnic conflict is not limited to issues of
religion, but can result as a consequence of social change and the
introduction of problems such as drugs into a community. Although Case
Studies 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5 all demonstrate intra-familial conflict, the issues
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causing the conflict are ethnic issues. It is important to recognize the conflicts
go beyond family disagreements. For example, Case Study 1 demonstrates
how the intra-ethnic conflict not only involves conflict within the family but also
within the entire village. The pattern of intra-ethnic conflict is replicated in
Case Studies 2, 3, 4 and 5. Prasit Leepreecha, in his extensive fieldwork
among the Hmong in Chiang Mai, has cited similar incidents. The examples
highlighted in his thesis relate to the reluctance of Christian Hmong to take
part in certain rituals and activities at key events such as funerals and Hmong
New Year. Prasit says that such conflicts among Christian and non-Christian
relatives and ritual performers occur in other Hmong communities throughout
Thailand (2001:199). He argues:
Conflicts between Christian converts and traditional followers
apparently exist in general everyday practices. Nevertheless, the most
serious cases occur in the wedding and funeral ceremonies. Although
a Hmong Christian declared, ‘We sever our ties to spirits, but we don’t
sever our ties to our relatives,’ refusal to participate in animist
ceremonies and join feasts with relatives has caused the breakdown of
their kinship relations (2001:199-200).
The fact that Prasit uses the word ‘apparently’ indicates that there is definitely
a greater need for research in this area.

Tapp, in his research in the Hmong village of Nomya, in Chiang Mai, also
uncovered the presence of this type of division and intra-ethnic conflict. In
Tapp’s account, a Hmong villager named Txoov returned to Nomya from
Laos, where he had received an education and had converted to Christianity.
Upon his return to Nomya he proposed a number of changes to the village
including:
1. The entire village should convert to Christianity.

- 291 -

2. This conversion to Christianity would mean that there was no longer
any need for pig or chicken sacrifices to be made in shamanic
rituals which the villagers could not afford.
3. This would reduce the need for poppy cultivation which would no
longer be needed as a source of income, and villagers could raise
and sell animals instead of sacrificing them.
4. The profits could be used on building irrigation schemes in the
village and buying a pick-up truck.
5. Literacy of the Hmong language should be promoted among men
and women (Tapp 1991:164).
Tapp claims that the result of these revolutionary proposals was division and
conflict within the village, with most concern centred on the end to opium
production. In his efforts to facilitate the change, Txoov held discussions with
the local Royal Project development officer and members of the Communist
Party of Thailand, who were amazed at his level influence.

While these

negotiations were underway Txoov was murdered outside the village by three
men from another village who had stolen his radio and other equipment.
Many said Txoov’s Christian dab spirit was not as strong as the wild jungle
dab (spirits), who they claimed had also killed six of his siblings.

As a

consequence, no one in the village converted to Christianity and opium
cultivation continued.

Tapp’s brief account of the life of Txoov is important in the context of this
paper for many reasons. The first is that it is demonstrative of how intraethnic conflict emerges within a Hmong community. Although Txoov sought
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many changes to the community, the fundamental basis of that change was
conversion to Christianity.

This is significant, because as his vision

highlighted, it meant an end to animal sacrifices based on the premise that
Christians believe that there is no need for endless sacrifices because the
sacrifice has already been made by Jesus Christ.

This first part of his

proposal was crucial because it not only affected the spiritual or religious
affiliation of the village community, but also the economic and also the social
functions of the community through the introduction of crop replacement
schemes and literacy programs.

The second reason that needs to be

highlighted is that a key factor governing Hmong communities in a social
sense and a religious sense is power.

Samuel Pollard, in his evangelism of the Hmong in China, reinforces these
notions. Pollard, who was an active Protestant missionary in north eastern
Yunnan in the late 19th century not only introduced Christianity, but he also
campaigned for the land rights of dispossessed Hmong tenants and initiated
mass small pox vaccinations (Moua 1995:5). The changes that he introduced
not only affected the spiritual, but also the social and economic activities of
Hmong village life, hence linking Christianity with a perceived sense of power.
This link between Christianity and power was also clearly demonstrated
following the death of Txoov. The community concluded that Txoov had died
because the Christian spirit was weaker than the wild jungle spirits which had
also killed six members of Txoov’s family. This point is crucial in the context
of religious conversion among the Hmong. Many such as Moua (1995), Tapp
(1989) and Prasit (2001) argue that the conversion of Hmong to religions such
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as Christianity is based either on the promise of a gratuity as a result of
converting to a new religion or a desire for empowerment and power. They
argue that often conversion follows a promise of education or literacy.
Although Hmong conversions to both Christianity and Buddhism have
occurred in this manner in Thailand, I would argue that the conversion
experience of most Hmong is much deeper than a glorified bribe. This is
evident in the level of commitment many Hmong have to their new-found faith.

FIGURE 12:
Nativity play
performed by Hmong Christians
Christmas 2003, Chiang Mai.

Many Hmong I interviewed as part of this research, and who had converted to
Christianity, said they had converted not out of bribery or because of the
promise of some form of gratuity, but because of the fear and torment they
had encountered from the traditional Hmong spirits. Many said that for them it
was a matter of power. Vang, a young believer from Tak Province said his
conversion resulted after he had witnessed the power of the spirits. He said:
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You would see the shaman do his rituals and you would see and hear
about Christians praying and people being healed. When I became a
Christian it was about putting my faith in what I believed was right and
what was truth. It was not about anything else. The Christian God is
more powerful than the traditional Hmong spirits. We were terrified as
young children because we knew the Hmong spirits would kill people
but now we don’t follow the fearful spirits but a spirit of love (Personal
Communication, July 2003).
This attitude of Christian Hmong towards animism and ancestral worship is
acknowledged by Hoang Quoc Hai who has worked extensively with the
Christian Hmong in Vietnam. In his assessment of why the Hmong are willing
to sacrifice important aspects of their Hmongness for the sake of Christianity
he argues:
They believe in a lot of spirits but none of them is a solid god. Familiar
spirits always cause trouble and bring them all kinds of mischief and
problems. They demand all kinds of offerings and sacrifices. The
smallest offering is a chicken, then a goat, a pig and the biggest will be
a buffalo. But although they offered all kinds of sacrifices nothing was
solved. They were still sick, poor and hungry from one generation to
the next. They never dared to quit worshipping them. Evil spirits exist
in their lives just like co-habitants or monstrous animals and are both a
nuisance and costly for their lives. They only hate but never love or
admire them (1994:2).
The essence of Hoang’s analysis is crucial in understanding why the Hmong
around the world are drawn to Christianity. Although scholars such as Tapp
and Prasit have rightly examined and questioned the motives of some
Christian missionaries, their analysis of Hmong Christians is somewhat
stereotypical and two-dimensional. They propound fairly common perceptions
and stereotypes of missionaries as being insensitive or oblivious to questions
of ethnicity. The notion that Christian missionaries are ‘cultural destroyers’
based on the exclusivity of the Christian doctrine underpins this approach.
Similarly, their arguments are two-dimensional in that they examine the
physical and emotional realms associated with religious conversion but really
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fail in trying to address the most important aspect in this process – the
spiritual. As the examples in the case studies in this chapter demonstrate and
as Hoang’s example in Vietnam shows, there is often a spiritual reason for an
ethnic community member to convert to another religion. In most Hmong
research to date this element has been either overlooked entirely or
completely downplayed. That is what makes this research so important.

Hoang’s research and the case studies in this thesis are also important in
understanding how the Hmong who choose the Christian path could be
considered to have relinquished their Hmongness for a ‘foreign culture’.
Given these circumstances, it is therefore little surprise that sometimes bitter
internal conflicts rise up with Hmong communities who are divided according
to this kind of change. Although it is clear the source of this change comes
from outside the ethnic community, the way in which the ethnic community
responds to this change is the catalyst and cause of intra-ethnic conflict.
Unfortunately this internal division is often more divisive than an external
conflict, because the combatants are members of the one ethnicity mobilized
in different parties against each other. This fracturing of ethnicity, which is a
response to inter-ethnic relations, modernization and globalization, is the
biggest issue confronting the Hmong in Thailand today.

Conclusion
Although social issues, such as the introduction of drugs and the addictions of
Hmong community members contribute to social dislocation in Hmong
communities in Thailand, it seems that religious conversion is the most
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significant cause of intra-ethnic conflict. As the case studies in this chapter
demonstrate, a commitment to Christianity and a rejection of traditional
Hmong animism almost invariably leads to conflict within families, clans and
communities. Prasit supports this, arguing:
It is my argument that the contemporary conflicts and tensions between
kin members who follow Christianity and Hmong traditional beliefs stem
from the Christian cosmology, the approach of Christian propagation,
and the inapplicability of Western practices to local Hmong ones (Prasit
2001:200).
Prasit’s argument is clearly based on the perspective of one looking from the
inside out.

However, I would contend that while the context of Prasit’s

argument is right, the cause of the intra-ethnic conflict cannot be looked at in
such simplistic terms. As has been argued throughout this thesis, ethnicity is
a complex phenomenon, hence, to look at the intra-ethnic conflict within a
Hmong community in such a blunt and narrow way as to blame the outsiders
for the problem is perhaps a little too simplistic. Christianity can in many ways
be linked to modernization. Not that Christianity is a more modern religion
than the animism of the Hmong, but Christianity and missionary activity
among the Hmong has almost always been linked to the introduction of new
technology, the establishment of schools, the building of hospitals and the
introduction of literacy programs. The actions of Samuel Pollard in China,
referred to earlier in this chapter, and the desire of Txoov in Nomya are
demonstrative of the connection between the introduction and Christianity and
modernization. The introduction of Christianity is also part of the globalization
process that serves to expose previously isolated communities to the outside
world. This is demonstrated by the fact the Hmong refer to Christianity as kev
cai ntuj (world religion), while Hmong animism is referred to as kev cai qub

- 297 -

(traditional religion) or kev cai dub qhuas (spiritual religion) (Prasit 2001:201).
The introduction of Christianity in Thailand by farang (foreign) missionaries
has not only involved introducing new belief systems and the related social
patterns, and rituals that are incompatible with traditional ways, but also the
introduction of foreign cultures that are new to traditional village ethnicities.
Hence it could be concluded that modernization, globalization and inter-ethnic
conflict all contribute to the emergence of intra-ethnic conflict within Hmong
communities.

On the flipside, the reluctance of Hmong shamans to accept those who
choose these new ‘world religions’ has contributed further to the divisiveness
among traditional and Christian Hmong community members.

Those who

pursue Christianity, as demonstrated by the case studies in this chapter, know
that a decision to follow another religion not only will cause conflicts, but it will
also result in elements of their Hmongness being eroded.

It is widely

accepted in all Hmong communities around the world today that to be Hmong
is not a birthright that one holds on to forever. It can be revoked as a result of
the decision of a Hmong individual to embrace a ‘world religion’ such as
Christianity. The hybrid Hmong individual that emerges as a consequence of
Christian conversion is deemed in traditional Hmong society to no longer be
truly Hmong. This is a debate that is central to the whole ethnicity issue and
the issue of cultural retention. It forces the question: What is it that makes
one ethnicity different to another? It is important to recognize that this debate
is not limited to realms of academia, but it is a question that local communities
are trying to answer as they are confronted, bombarded and threatened by
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modernization, globalization and inter-ethnic conflict. The dogma associated
with beliefs on both sides of the fence in Hmong communities in Thailand has
contributed to the problems the Hmong face today.

This dogma is not

surprising, for as Giddens argued earlier, it is a byproduct of modernization
and inter-ethnic relations. Prasit, in his assessment of these issues among
the Hmong in Thailand, argues for a negotiated response rather than a
dogmatic approach. He says:
While modernity may bring efficient new practices and ways of thought,
often important facets of local morals and traditions are discarded, as
their value in maintaining a cohesive and coherent culture is
overlooked and unappreciated.
To benefit from these outside
influences people must recognize that their values and traditions are
under attack by these potent forces (2001:212).
The war-like language and analogies used by Prasit demonstrate the realities
faced by the Hmong and the fact that the Hmong in Thailand do feel
threatened, alienated and vulnerable to these changes. He ultimately calls for
a negotiated response and the creation of a ‘new cultural identity’ that
embraces both the old and the modern. Idealistically, this type of response
would be preferred and would be more likely to produce an outcome free of
violent conflict. However, the reality is that even with a ‘negotiated response’,
intra-ethnic conflict will still occur to some degree.

It is an inevitable

consequence of this type of change. To date, any such negotiated response
has failed to materialize among the Hmong in Thailand. Instead, intra-ethnic
divisiveness has emerged and local Hmong leaders have become
increasingly dogmatic as a means of protecting their Hmong ethnicity. The
ultimate consequence of this development is a more destructive brand of
conflict, that is, intra-ethnic conflict. Intra-ethnic conflict has emerged within
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Hmong communities in Thailand, and has been instrumental in weakening the
values and the traditions of the Hmong.
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CONCLUSION

This thesis has further confirmed that the issue of ethnicity is today more
complex than ever before. This research project has been conducted under
the assumption that ethnic communities are in a continual state of change.
This support of the social constructivist or instrumentalist theory is today
almost universal, with few scholars still adhering to primordial notions of
ethnicity. This widespread support of the social constructivist theory, in itself,
is not a revelation and in fact is quite predictable. However, this thesis has
sought to not only apply and demonstrate this theory but to expand on these
notions of social constructivism by looking at the impacts of change on the
intra-ethnic relationships between members of an ethnicity. The results of this
intra-ethnic examination and comparison of the Hmong in Australia and
Thailand and the subsequent conflicts that have been revealed by this
research, demonstrate two key issues:
1. Ethnic communities are in a constant state of change.
2. The way in which these internal changes and issues are addressed is
important for the future survival and preservation of ethnicity for ethnic
communities such as the Hmong.

As was stated in Part 1 of this thesis, many ethnologists and anthropologists
are now calling for the complete removal of primordial notions of ethnicity from
academic texts. The wide acceptance of the social constructivist theory now
means that many scholars have sought to apply this theory by documenting
the consequences of inter-ethnic conflict and ethnic evolution in recent years.
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Some have argued that these changes result in a standardized, globalized
ethnicity and sameness. Others have argued that this change results in a
desire for ethnic purity and preservation, as ethnic communities seek to
reinforce their own ethnicity as a consequence of these inter-ethnic relations.
Still others argue that there is no contradiction between modernization and the
retention of ethnic identity because aspects of modernization are required for
identity maintenance to be successful (McCaskill 1997:56).

At the risk of

fence-sitting, this thesis supports the first two views, but with clarification.
Firstly, this thesis has argued that inter-ethnic relations involving the Hmong in
Thailand and Australia have resulted in some significant cultural changes to
Hmong ethnicity. No one can dispute that the Hmong of today are globalized
not only in their diasporic communities, but also in their traditional homelands,
which have undergone rapid modernization during the past two decades.
However, a paradox has emerged not only within Hmong communities in the
West, but also in Thailand. The paradox is best demonstrated by the fact
globalization is also being used by the Hmong through tools such as the
Internet, as a means of preserving, or attempting to preserve, Hmong
ethnicity.

These efforts have escalated in recent times because of a

perception within Hmong communities globally that crucial elements of their
ethnicity, such as traditional religious practices and adherence to social orders
and kinship, have been eroded as a direct result of inter-ethnic integration and
relations.

However, although this ‘globalized’ move to preserve culture is relatively
conflict free and non-confrontational, other more alarming modes of cultural
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preservation have also emerged.

As has been argued in this thesis, the

response to changes of ethnicity among the Hmong has seen the emergence
of fundamentalist movements as a means of countering this cultural change
and preserving Hmong ethnicity. This supports the argument of those who
believe that globalization, modernization and inter-ethnic relations actually
contribute to ethnic preservation and purity. Although this is true, it would also
be true to say that many who argue this, are naïve in suggesting that such
preservation is necessarily a positive phenomenon.

As this thesis has revealed, by examining case studies of the Hmong in
Australia and Thailand, this vehement and concerted effort to preserve culture
and ethnicity often goes against social constructivist principles and seeks to
turn back the clock as a means of countering ethnic change. In this thesis, I
have used the term ‘primordializing ethnicity’ as a means of describing this
phenomenon. The process is indeed complicated and paradoxical because
the processes of modernization, globalization and assimilation may serve to
strengthen ethnic identity (McCaskill 1997:57). Although this author supports
efforts to preserve cultural uniqueness, it must be recognized that the
changes that occur as a product of inter-ethnic relations are not all bad.
Improved living standards, literacy, education and health care are often the
immediate results of these relationships.

This type of change is usually

embraced and accepted as favourable by members of an ethnicity. However,
as this research has emphasized, the changes that impact and challenge the
basic defining factors of an ethnicity are those which often produce a more
radical response.

The fundamentalism that often emerges to counter
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changing ethnicity is often just as destructive as the causes of cultural
change. Eriksen argues that in societies undergoing rapid social and cultural
change, ethnicity does not vanish but emerges in a new, often more powerful
and articulated form (1993:3-5).

However, this argument does not seem

applicable to the Hmong in Thailand and Australia and their experience of
rapid social and cultural change.

Rather than strengthening their ethnic

identity, the challenges that have emerged as a consequence of these rapid
changes have served to promote confusion and cultural erosion. What this
research has also revealed, is that religious and ethnic fervour, which is
normally associated with structured or formal religions, is also relevant to
informal religions such as animism and ancestral worship.

This is an

important point because, in my view, it elevates the importance of these
informal religions in serving as a mobilizing point within an ethnicity. As the
animistic Hmong I interviewed in Australia and Thailand stressed, to be
Hmong is to uphold a certain set of behaviours and beliefs. The traditional
beliefs are the most important to the Hmong, because they dictate how so
many behaviours and relationships will be conducted within the community.
The adage: ‘To be Thai is to be Buddhist’ is also relevant to the Hmong,
however, the belief system is different. It could be argued that to be Hmong is
to be an animist or ancestor worshipper. The emergence of a shift away from
these traditional belief systems, brought on namely by the introduction of
Christianity, is an explanation as to why such impassioned conflict has
emerged within Hmong communities in Australia and Thailand.

When

elements that define an ethnicity are threatened and/or changed then intraethnic conflict inevitably occurs.
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This thesis has explored this issue of conflict by relating it to the emergence of
ethnic and religious fundamentalism. It has taken the issue of inter-ethnic
relations a step further, by examining the intra-ethnic issues that emerge in
response to this change. Tapp points out:
While many appeals to a global Hmong unity are made, on the Internet
as in political and cultural life in reality, these emanate from different
groups within the Hmong community and are often at odds with each
other (2004:89).
This state of confusion, recognized by Tapp and demonstrated by the case
studies in this thesis, clearly dismisses the argument that modernization,
globalization and inter-ethnic relations create a more strident, robust form of
ethnicity. It is simply not true in the case of the Hmong. The result for the
Hmong has been the emergence of a fractured ethnic community that is
mobilized into different groups based on differing viewpoints as to which
aspects of ethnicity and identity should be maintained and which aspects
should be compromised.

It has resulted in the formation of factions with

different viewpoints and ideals. It has ultimately resulted in a marginalized
minority community becoming even more marginalized. McCaskill says the
emergence of these differing groups is a consequence of inter-ethnic
relations. He says:
The possibility of being in a minority situation is particularly acute for
indigenous young people, because an alternative cultural identity is
now available to them. Indeed, in many cases, through the media,
schools and perceived economic opportunities in the larger society,
acquiring an identity of the national culture often appears desirable
(1997:55).
At present it seems there is a significant transnational Hmong community that
is emerging in Australia and the United States that is badly fractured as a
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consequence of political and religious schisms (Tapp 2004:91). The desire for
a national identity rather than an ethnic identity is also prevalent in Thailand,
with many new generation Hmong refusing to speak their first language
because of a desire to adopt the characteristics of the national Thai identity.
This is particularly important because, as Ariarajah argues, religion is often
the last identity for a community to hold on to. When this is threatened people
react. In the past, it seems many scholars have downplayed the importance
of religion to the Hmong and to all ethnic groups who do not practice formal
religion. The power and significance of their rituals and the importance of the
shaman or shamans in their communities is often overlooked. However, the
religion of the Hmong is not only seen by traditional Hmong as a measure for
explaining life, death and good and bad fortune, but it is also seen as an
essential requirement of Hmong ethnicity. To underestimate and downplay
Hmong religion is to misunderstand a crucial defining aspect of Hmong
identity and ethnicity.

It terms of context, it is also important to recognize that although the Hmong
have lived in East Asia for more than 5,000 years and more recently in SouthEast Asia, they have until recently lived in remote and isolated homogenous
communities, with little contact with outsiders.

Hence, whereas once ethnic

communities lived in isolation, with little exposure to other ethnicities, today
they are exposed to literally thousands of different ethnicities through
technology, modernization and globalization. For many, the first contact they
had with this ‘outside’ world came either through trade or through contact with
Christian missionaries. Mackerras links the dramatic expansion of religions in
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the past, including the spread of Islam, with a mode of globalization (2003:8).
This association between religion and globalization is also important in the
Hmong context because the exposure of Hmong in Thailand to the globalized
world came through religious encounter with missionaries. This contact with
missionaries is important because they not only brought with them a new
belief system and way of looking at the world, but they also introduced the
Hmong to modernization and globalization.

For a handful of Hmong this transition into a modern and globalized world
occurred gradually but for most this transition has occurred within the space of
20 or 30 years. They were simply taken from a village life in remote Laos or
Thailand and plonked in a modern world. It is a transition that those living in
the so-called ‘West’ have had time to adjust to, but for most Hmong there has
been no such gradual transition.

As a consequence, attempting to

recontextualize ethnicity in the face of such vast and rapid change has
overwhelmed Hmong around the world. This feeling of disempowerment has
created a fertile ground for the emergence of deep intra-ethnic upheaval. This
scenario of recontextualizing ethnicity has been depicted with the arrival of
Hmong refugees in Australia following the Indochinese conflicts of the 1960s
and 1970s.

Nowadays, it is also depicted in the lives of the Hmong in

Thailand, who since the late 1980s have been exposed to increased
development, modernization and the outside world.

It is therefore not

surprising that with such cataclysmic changes there are going to be conflicts.
However, as this thesis has revealed the conflicts that emerge are not only the
predictable inter-ethnic relational conflicts, but more significantly the
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sometimes violent and ethnically-destructive intra-ethnic conflicts.

Vang

argues that in this time of great change it is natural to expect different people
within the Hmong community to respond differently. Vang argues:
Thus persons with different orientations, such as young Hmong women
and elderly Hmong men, are likely to respond differently to what should
be preserved in their culture (1998:1).
This statement provides an important insight into how the issue of intra-ethnic
conflict emerges.

The emergence of intra-ethnic conflict is a process. It is a process that begins
with the introduction of a new ethnicity into an ethnic community through interethnic relationships. It begins to manifest when elements of this new ethnicity
are embraced by some members of an ethnic community. It further manifests
when ethnic community leaders determine what aspects of the foreign culture
should be embraced and what aspects of their own ethnicity should be
preserved. Finally, it boils over when members of a community mobilize into
different groups based on the ideals and values they now embrace and
believe in.

Attempting to preserve culture and ethnicity in the midst of inter-cultural
relations can be a dangerous precept. It is the type of ethnic mobilization
which operates under the auspices of preserving ethnic purity and integrity
that is currently challenging Hmong communities the world over. Although
this type of cultural preservation within an ethnicity does not have to result in
conflict, it usually does because it deals with the defining aspects of an
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ethnicity.

Raymond Grew recognizes these processes in his study of the

emergence of fundamentalism. He states:
Fundamentalism uses the vocabulary of established religion in the
name of the same ultimate purpose while proclaiming angry
intransigence as proof of purity and devotion. At the same time, the
recruitment of a wider membership requires building on available
communal ties of kinship, ethnicity, region, nation, shared status, social
practices and common enemies. Because this process of enlarging the
sense of community could lessen cohesion, growth must be
accompanied by sharp markers distinguishing true believers from all
others (Grew 1997:22).
Although the term fundamentalism has been used relatively sparingly in this
thesis, this process of fundamentalism has been demonstrated through the
case studies presented in this thesis on the Hmong in both Thailand and
Australia. These case studies highlight that this process, outlined by Grew,
crosses borders and exists regardless of whether the Hmong are living in
Thailand or Australia. It is a global issue for the Hmong. Perhaps the key
element of Grew’s fundamentalism argument is that fundamentalism involves
a two-fold response. The first is that in order for fundamentalism to survive
and flourish, the protection of culture and religion is promoted. The second
aspect is that this promotion is usually coupled with a zealous and militant
approach to achieving these goals. Although this thesis is not suggesting
Hmong are embarking on a global plan or strategy of ethnic fundamentalism,
these aspects of fundamentalism can be applied at a localized level and are
important in understanding and supporting the arguments related to intraethnic conflict in this paper. As Grew points out: “Each society differs as to
where the lines of conflict are drawn and what alliances emerge” (1997:23).
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This thesis has focused on these lines conflict within Hmong communities in
Australia and Thailand and has shown that the battle lines, as such, are often
drawn along religious lines.

For Hmong, failure to align oneself with the

religious traditions of the past runs contrary to the view of Hmong ethnic
fundamentalists and consequently results in conflict, ostracism and the radical
processes of stripping ethnic community members of their ethnicity. Chumpol
Maniratanavongsiri takes this even further saying:
As a result of missionary activities by various religions, many tribal
people around the world have abandoned their traditional belief
systems to convert to the mainstream religions of the world (i.e.
Christianity, Islam and Buddhism). Converting to another religion
brings about major changes to the tribal society in terms of belief,
social structures and ethnic identity (1997:237).
The changes that have occurred to Hmong religion in Australia and Thailand
have reinforced the importance of these matters in intra-ethnic relations in an
ethnic community.

For example, the Christian Hmong in Australia and

Thailand no longer perform many of the traditional rituals and practices which
are considered defining aspects of Hmongness. If they do perform these
traditional practices, they are usually Christianized in the sense that traditional
rites are replaced with elements akin to Christian rites. For example, the
Christian Hmong in North Queensland, Australia, have a booklet which
provides guidelines documenting a Christian response to traditional Hmong
beliefs. Similarly, in Thailand, many Christians choose not to take part in
many key practices associated with Hmong New Year, soul calling and
sacrifices because they believe it compromises their Christian beliefs.

As

McCaskill argues:
A serious problem, therefore, results from the lack of symmetry
between the tribal identity internalized during primary socialization and
the alternative national identity to which they are exposed during
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secondary socialization. There is often an inconsistency and even
conflict between the identities in terms of their worldviews, beliefs,
values and behaviour. Ideas as to what constitutes appropriate roles
and behaviours can be very different in the two cultures (1997:55).
However, this thesis shows that this process goes beyond secondary
socialization, but also includes tertiary socialization which includes global
forces such as modernization and globalization. This serves to further create
an identity crisis, ethnic confusion and conflict. As Vang argues, and as the
case studies in this thesis demonstrate the extent and scale of this conflict
within the Hmong communities in Australia and Thailand differs, based on the
viewpoint of different people within that community.

Because intra-ethnic conflict within Hmong communities usually directly
challenges both the political and spiritual leadership of the community it is
therefore detrimentally destructive to the future cohesiveness of the overall
community. Banton states that studies of the ways would-be leaders, seeking
power or position for themselves, have mobilized groups based on ethnic,
racial, national, religious and linguistic grounds, show that the processes
involved are similar irrespective of the basis on which the movement is
recruited (2001:190). He argues:
The groups in question form in specific situations, often reacting to the
behaviour of members of other groups.
One group may be
expansionist, another reactive. Expansion can be motivated by a belief
that a group has a divine or historical right to a certain territory, or a
mission to spread a faith, and in these circumstances belief in the
rightness of group action may be very strong (Banton 2001:190).
Although Christian missionaries have been singled out by Tapp (1989) and
Prasit (2001) for their evangelism and for the subsequent ethnic and cultural
problems that have emerged among the Hmong in Thailand, Banton’s
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argument clearly highlights that these issues are indeed double-sided. He
holistically examines the issues and then investigates not only the actions of
one group but also the reaction of another. His assessment of the impacts of
inter-ethnic conflict clearly demonstrates how ethnic fundamentalism can
occur as a consequence of inter-ethnic relations. However, he takes it further
by arguing that in these circumstances, ‘mobilizers’ often emerge within a
community, whose aim it is to ethnically-cleanse communities by seeking to
prevent people from trading-off preferences for individual gain. He argues:
They want the powers of the state used to structure social relations in
such a way that members of their group will have no opportunity to
engage in the sorts of relationship which might lead them to develop
positive ties with members of an opposed group (2001:190).
In acknowledgement of this pattern, this thesis has used a holistic
methodology as a means of conducting balanced research aimed at
addressing the many issues involved in the emergence of ethnic conflict.
Although the central issue of this thesis is intra-ethnic conflict, this thesis has
demonstrated that it is impossible to examine this issue in isolation without
consideration

of

greater

issues

such

inter-ethnic

relations

and

contextualization, modernization and globalization. The issues and impacts of
inter-ethnic relations and conflict are particularly evident in Chapters 5 and 7.
These chapters demonstrate how the environments and the contexts the
Hmong experience in Australia and Thailand contribute to the occurrence and
manifestation of intra-ethnic conflict.

Banton says that often when intra-ethnic differences reach a critical mass,
ethnic mobilizers endorse extremist actions or statements and aim to convince
members of a community that if they do not stand united they will suffer. He
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argues that this ultimately leaves people feeling like they have no alternative
but to form a mobilized front against a perceived enemy. Interestingly, this
enemy does not necessarily need to be a person, but could be a form of
technology, modernization or religion that is considered detrimental to the
future unity and ethnic integrity of the group.

Banton cites examples of

minority groups who have been expelled from a country because a leader has
thought they could gain personally by organizing a movement against them
(2001:191).

Grew supports this, arguing that ethnic fundamentalism often

occurs in direct response to movements or changes that are attributed to
modern life. He argues:
Because fundamentalist movements grow and prosper by integrating
personal life with society and transcendent values, the history of any
single movement is intimately connected with the society in which it
operates – with local attitudes and values, social structure and
tensions, institutions and politics (Grew 1997:29).
Banton’s and Grew’s arguments are crucial in light of the examples cited in
this thesis.

However, the key aspect that needs to be highlighted is that

Banton’s argument is applied to inter-ethnic conflict and inter-ethnic relations.
The irony is that as a consequence of trying to prevent and combat ethnic
changes brought about by modernity, globalization and inter-ethnic conflict in
Hmong communities in Australia and Thailand, this same phenomenon has
occurred and is still occurring but within the ethnic Hmong community. This
development is crucial in explaining the reason why fundamentalism and
extremism are such widespread issues in the world today. It is also important
because it highlights that many of the issues that are often considered ‘interethnic issues’ are also ‘intra-ethnic issues’. However, as Banton recognizes,
the consequences of this type of mobilization can be disastrous. He says:
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What seems in the short term a rational (or optimizing) course for the
mobilizer may turn out in the long term to be disastrous for the
mobilizer and the whole society. A movement may also attract
personalities who enjoy torturing or killing those they regard as their
enemies…a mobilizer may well rely upon and seek to justify the actions
of extremists (2001:191).
This is the essence of this thesis. As ethnic communities, in line with social
constructivist principles, attempt to recontextualize and rework their ethnicity
because of inter-ethnic conflict, there is always a high risk that this type of
destructive situation will emerge. Although it does not always emerge, or may
emerge with varying degrees of conflict or violence, it has emerged in Hmong
communities in Australia and Thailand, to the point where community
members mobilized on the opposing side of their traditional counterparts are
branded cultural traitors and not truly Hmong. The complexity of this situation
is best summed up by Gary Lee who in referring to the Hmong in Australia
says:
The dilemma of how much to retain of their own culture and how much
to change to accommodate the demands of the broader community
around them is real…Many Hmong realize that they need to change,
and are already changing in many respects. There can be no turning
back to the old times, for even things in the old country they originated
from are fast changing (2004:23).
The realization of this ‘forever-changing ethnicity’ is almost too much for many
elderly Hmong in Australia and Thailand to bear. As a consequence, it has
served to raise the urgency of preserving the ethnicity of the Hmong. Julian
argues that in order for this ethnic preservation to work successfully, then the
Hmong must unite under a globalized front to foster unity and solidarity, while
also seeking to preserve their ethnicity locally.

Julian (2004) notes one

strategy in the Hmong diaspora in the West is for Hmong men to return to
Thailand or Laos to marry Thai Hmong women as a means of preserving
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traditional culture. Although this is perceived as a way of countering intraethnic conflict it in itself is problematic. Julian points out that this journey of
rediscovering the past has taken many Hmong to China, where they
encounter a Sinicized version of Hmong culture, which in turn produces a
universalization of a different kind of Hmong identity (2004). This comment is
particularly important because it stresses that regardless of the tactics and
strategies employed to combat change, change will still occur, one way or
another.

This rivalry and mobilization within Hmong communities is crucial in many
respects.

The first is that it erodes the importance of traditional social

structures in Hmong society such as the clan. Pao Saykao, in his assessment
of the importance of the Hmong clan system, says:
Today, I am convinced beyond doubt that the only thing that has held
the Hmong together over the centuries is our clan system. I also
believe that the future of the Hmong will be decided on how well we
accept, practice and maintain the clan system (2002:9).
If Pao’s assessment of the importance of the clan system to the stability of
Hmong society is accurate, then it could be concluded that the current wave of
intra-ethnic conflict is going to have a devastating impact on the future of
Hmong ethnicity. Lee (2004) argues that after years of war and resettling into
new cultures, the Hmong clan system has been greatly disrupted. He says:
Having been in Australia for nearly thirty years, one of the biggest
challenges to the Hmong is the loss of traditions and language among
the younger members of the community. Like other migrant groups,
members of the younger generation quickly learn to adopt social values
and behaviour patterns considered to be alien or detrimental to the
beliefs and culture of their parents….Few also take part or show much
interest in religious rituals as they are observed or performed by their
parents. Many elderly Hmong today are concerned that their traditional
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religious practices will die out after they are gone, and no one will know
how to make offerings to them in the afterworld (Tapp & Lee 2004:21).
This picture created by Lee is an accurate illustration of the issues confronting
the Hmong in Australia and Thailand today. These cultural conflicts have
superseded the role and importance of the clan and have even led to clans
imploding based on differing viewpoints of clan members. As this thesis has
shown, the key issues in Hmong communities in Thailand and Australia today
stem from a need to preserve Hmongness.

Lee’s observations create a

classic picture of changing times and the generational difference that often
exists within an ethnic community that is adapting culturally. The concern of
the elderly Hmong about what will happen to them in the afterlife as a
consequence of the growing ambivalence to traditional Hmong religious
practices is characteristic of the concerns within Hmong communities around
the world today. The elderly Hmong traditionalists do not share in the modern
humanism of their children and grandchildren and hence feel alienated and
desperate to preserve what they have always known and believed. Their
views are not based upon immediate issues as such, but are of a more eternal
nature. The reluctance of Hmong to heed their warnings is often seen as
disrespectful and yet another breakdown in the traditional social structures
that have held the Hmong together for thousands of years.

These are

tremendously complex issues that produce varying reactions ranging from
militant fundamentalism to acceptance of the changes that are occurring. But
as Vayong Moua documents, clan and family structures are being irreparably
damaged as a consequence of the intra-ethnic conflict that has emerged
following the decisions of some Hmong to become Christians (1995:1). Moua,
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in referring to this current trend in Hmong communities as a ‘cultural crisis’
says:
To me, the Hmong are people who cherish the values of peace, unity
and harmony.
These values seem to have dissipated in the
relationships between some Hmong Christians and Hmong animists.
We should once again strive to preserve these core values (Moua
1995:2).

However, Pao’s comments about Hmong ethnic preservation, which were
recorded in his speech to the annual meeting of Hmong from around the world
in the United States, demonstrate the very attributes of mobilization
highlighted by Banton. This statement was followed by a call to mobilization
for Hmong around the world. Pao claimed:
Now the pressure is on us to prepare the next generation – to instill in
them all that they need to be Hmong and more – this includes our
beliefs, our norms, our religious practices, our languages and all the
different aspects of our culture and our dreams. This is a task that is
not only challenging but also pressing. And we no longer have the time
or the luxury to procrastinate anymore (2001:9).
Pao’s comments are understandable given the state of Hmong ethnicity in
Australia and the emerging crisis in Thailand. In the space of a generation in
Australia, rituals have been forgotten and the traditional culture of the Hmong
has been replaced by a penchant for all things Australian.

Similarly in

Thailand, Hmong are turning their backs on the traditional culture in favour of
Thai and western culture. The new generation no longer speaks Hmong, has
adopted Thai names, is unfamiliar with traditional rituals and is experimenting
with and converting to new belief systems such as Christianity and Buddhism.
Pao’s plea to the Hmong masses in the West and globally is demonstrative of
the type of fundamentalism promoted in Grew’s argument. However, what is
important to recognize is that it is not necessarily what Pao says but rather
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how it is interpreted that is central to the hypotheses being argued in this
thesis. His approach for a call to mobilization is rigid and defined and does
not include Hmong who are exceptions to the rule. For example, what about
Hmong who no longer speak one of the two main Hmong dialects, or Hmong
who are Christian and no longer embrace the traditional religion of the
Hmong?

The exclusive nature of Pao’s speech is indicative of the

mobilization highlighted by Banton and Grew and provides an insight into why
intra-ethnic conflict is such a major issue in Hmong society around the world
today. However, the most interesting aspect of Pao’s mobilization rhetoric is
his call to create the world’s first virtual nation, which would be governed by
democratically elected Hmong from around the world as a means of
preserving Hmongness. He says:
If we cannot be at one place at one time, we can still be together on
this Earth as a nation of a virtual community – a Hmong Virtual Nation
- ruled by a truly democratically elected Hmong from all over the world
whose vision is to enhance the lives of our people and to elevate the
status of our people in the areas of economics and education, to
become a global citizen and to be part of this new emerging global
community no matter where the Hmong may live on this Earth (2002).
It would seem to this author, that this radical proposal demonstrates the level
of despair and desperation in Hmong communities around the world today.
This radical proposal ironically is a modern solution to a modern problem. In a
time of rapid cultural and ethnic change, Pao’s suggestion seems to point to
the fact that the only hope of protecting Hmong ethnicity is to embalm the
definition of Hmongness in legislation. It is curious that Hmong around the
world are seeking non-traditional solutions to these intra-ethnic problems, in a
bid to preserve traditions.
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However, as the thesis has shown, concern regarding this decline of Hmong
ethnicity is widespread. Hmong head men and clan elders in remote villages
in Thailand are similarly calling for ethnic mobilization among the Hmong in
their villages. Their calls come oblivious to their Hmong brothers’ calls for
mobilization in the West. This same response in differing circumstances is
important in understanding the issues of inter-ethnic and intra-ethnic relations.
It demonstrates that when traditional cultures change quickly it almost always
draws a call from cultural and ethnic traditionalists to resist and to unite to
repel the changes. However, how this is manifested differs according to the
circumstances. As the case studies in this thesis have shown, in Thailand this
resistance has involved death, as cultural traditionalists seek to remove the
influence of those within their communities they believe are peddling culture
which is contrary to their traditional ways. This ethnic mobilization in Thailand
has also involved ostracism, ridiculing and village and clan divisions based
belief systems. In Australia a similar split in the Hmong community has been
witnessed as Hmong have divided themselves into different communities
according to what they believe. Members of a messianic cult were asked to
leave the Innisfail community and fled to the Atherton Tablelands after their
behaviour and beliefs were deemed to be incompatible and in conflict with one
of Australia’s largest Hmong communities. Similarly, the Christian Hmong
community in Australia has based itself predominantly in Cairns. This action
within the Hmong communities of Australia and Thailand clearly shows that
cultural change within an ethnic community can lead to further marginalization
of an ethnic community.
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This thesis has highlighted that the Hmong are facing an internal ethnic crisis
which is challenging the defining factors of what it means to be Hmong. As
Vayong Moua highlights:
The cultural changes that have been brought forth have been drastic
enough to cause conflict between Hmong Christians and Hmong
Animists…..Sadly, the conflict is escalating and has been powerful
enough to break the bonds between friends and families (1995).
The fact that this is occurring demonstrates that the issues of intra-ethnic
conflict in Hmong communities in Australia and Thailand are not going to
disappear, and that today this type of conflict is perhaps more destructive to
the future of Hmong ethnicity than any other factor. Although this thesis has
exclusively examined the Hmong it raises serious and important questions for
other

ethnic

communities

around

the

world

who

are

encountering

unprecedented levels of modernization and globalization. It would seem the
issue of intra-ethnic conflict is not restricted to the Hmong but could indeed be
extended and applied to every other ethnic minority community in the world
today. The need for further research in this unexplored field of scholarship is
crucial if ethnicity and the issues surrounding it are to be further understood.

- 320 -

BIBLIOGRAPHY
Abu-Amr, Ziad, ‘Critical Issues In Arab Islamic Fundamentalism’, in Martin E.
Marty and R. Scott Appleby (eds), Religion, Ethnicity, and Self-Identity –
Nations in Turmoil, University Press of New England, London, 1997.
Adams, Daniel J., Cross Cultural Theology – Western Reflections in Asia,
John Know Press, Atlanta, 1987.
Aguettant, Joseph L., ‘Impact of Population Registration on Hilltribe
Development in Thailand’, Asia-Pacific Population Journal, Vol. 11 No. 4,
December 1996, pp 47-72.
Albright, Madeleine, ‘Collective Security Can Prevent Ethnic Conflict’, in
Charles P. Cozic (ed), Nationalism and Ethnic Conflict, Greenhaven Press,
San Diego, 1994, pp 238-245.
Ali, Ameer, ‘Globalization and Greed: A Muslim Perspective’, in Paul F.
Knitter and Chandra Muzaffar (eds), Subverting Greed: Religious
Perspectives on the Global Economy, Orbis, 2002.
Alter, Peter, ‘Is Nationalism Beneficial?’ in Charles P. Cozic (ed), Nationalism
and Ethnic Conflict, Greenhaven Press, San Diego, 1994, pp 18-26.
‘Amnesty: Hmong Starving’, Bangkok Post, September 4, 2003, pp 6.
Ang, Ien, ‘Asians in Australia: A Contradiction in Terms?’ in John Docker and
Gerhard Fischer (eds), Race, Colour and Identity in Australia and New
Zealand, UNSW Press, 2000, pp 115-126.
Ang, Ien, On Not Speaking Chinese Living Between Asia and the West,
Routledge, New York; London, 2001.
Ang, Ien & Stratton, Jon, ‘Multiculturalism in Crisis: The New Politics of Race
and National Identity’, in Ien Ang, On Not Speaking Chinese Living Between
Asia and the West, Routledge, New York; London, 2001, pp 95-111.
Archer, Jeff, ‘Situating Australian National Identity in Theory and Practice’, in
Geoffrey Stokes (ed), The Politics of Identity in Australia, Cambridge
University Press, Cambridge, New York and Melbourne, 1997, pp 23-36.
Ariarajah, Wesley, ‘Religious Diversity and Interfaith Relations in a Global
Age’ (unpublished), presented to the International Conference on Religion and
Globalisation, Payap University, Chiang Mai, July 29, 2003.
Arnst, Randall, ‘International Development Versus the Participation of
Indigenous Peoples’, in Don McCaskill & Ken Kampe (eds), Development or
Domestication? Indigenous Peoples of Southeast Asia, Silkworm Books,
Chiang Mai, 1997, pp 441-454.

- 321 -

Assavanonda, Anjira, ‘Hilltribe Kids in Plea for Gift of Citizenship’, Bangkok
Post, January 9, 2004, pp 4.
Audas, Jeremy, ‘From Creekbed to Classroom (Adult Literacy: a Northern
Perspective) (unpublished), presented to the Queensland Council For Adult
Literacy State Conference, Brisbane, November 2, 2000.
Banton, Michael, Racial and Ethnic Competition, Cambridge University Press,
Cambridge, 1983.
Banton, Michael, ‘Progress in Ethnic and Racial Studies’, Ethnic and Racial
Studies, Vol. 24 No. 2, March 2001, pp 173-194.
Barber, Benjamin R., ‘Democracy Can Prevent Ethnic Conflict’, Charles P.
Cozic (ed), Nationalism and Ethnic Conflict, Greenhaven Press, San Diego,
1994, pp 251-258.
Barnes, Michael, ‘Parallels in Cultural and Individual Development’ in Peter
C. Phan (ed), Ethnicity, Nationality and Religious Experience, University Press
of America, Lanham, New York, London, 1991, pp 173–197.
Barnett, A. Doak, China’s Far West: Four Decades of Change, Westview
Press, Boulder, Colorado, 1993.
Barr, Michael D., ‘Lee Kuan Yew, Culture and Genes’, Journal of
Contemporary Asia, Vol. 29 No. 2, 1999, pp 145-157.
Barth, Fredrik, ‘Ethnic Groups and Boundaries (1969)’, in Werner Sollors (ed),
Theories of Ethnicity – A Classical Reader, Macmillan Press, London, 1996,
pp 294-324.
Beeson, Mark, ‘Australia: Out of Asia?’ Far Eastern Economic Review, Vol.
163 No. 23, June 8, 2000, pp 38.
‘Beggars Today’, Beijing Review, Vol. 42 No. 44, November 1, 1999, pp 22.
Beihartz, Peter and Hogan, Trevor (eds), Social Self, Global Culture – An
Introduction to Sociological Ideas (2nd ed), Oxford University Press, South
Melbourne, 2002.
Bell, Daniel, ‘Ethnicity and Social Change’ in John Hutchinson & Anthony D.
Smith (eds), Ethnicity, Oxford University Press, Oxford and New York, 1996
pp 138-146.
Bennett, David (ed), Multicultural States – Rethinking Difference and Identity,
Routledge, London and New York, 1998.
Berlin, Isaiah, ‘Nationalism Sustains Cultural Diversity’, in Charles P. Cozic
(ed), Nationalism and Ethnic Conflict, Greenhaven Press, San Diego, 1994,
pp 42-50.

- 322 -

Berry, Bruton and Tischler, Henry L., Race and Ethnic Relations, Houghton
Miffern Co., Boston, 1978.
Birch, David, Schirato, Tony and Srivastava, Sanjay, Asia – Cultural Politics in
the Global Age, Allen & Unwin, Crows Nest, 2001.
Blackwood, Fiona, ‘Refugee Exodus’, Stateline Tasmania, (transcript) ABC
TV, September 5, 2003.
Bliney, E. (ed), Crisis and Reform in China, Nova Science Publishers Inc.,
Commack, New York, 1997.
Bourguignon, Erika, Religion, Altered States of Consciousness & Social
Change, Ohio State University Press, Columbus, Ohio, USA, 1993.
Bradley, David, ‘Identity: The Persistence of Minority Groups’, in John
Mackinnon & Wanat Bhruksasri (eds), Highlanders of Thailand, Oxford
University Press, Kuala Lumpur, 1983.
Branch, Deborah, Cushman, Ellen, Gere, Anne, Herrington, Anne, Miller,
Richard E., Villanueva, Victor, Lu, Min-Zhan and Kirsch, Gesa, ‘The Politics of
Personal: Storying Our Lives Against the Grain, College English, Vol 64, pp.
41-63.
Brislin, Richard W., Cushner, Kenneth, Cherrie, Craig, Yong, Mahealani,
Intercultural Interpretations, SAGE Publications, Newbury Park, London, New
Delhi, 1986.
Brown, David, ‘Ethnicity, Nationalism and Democracy in South-East Asia’, in
John Hutchinson and Anthony D. Smith (eds), Ethnicity, Oxford University
Press, Oxford, New York, 1996, pp 305-310.
Brown, David, ‘Ethnic Conflict in Southeast Asia’, Asiaview, Vol. 11 No. 1,
May 2001 pp 1 & 7.
Brown, Melissa J. (ed), Negotiating Ethnicities in China and Taiwan,
University of California Press, Berkley, USA, 1996.
Brown, Michael E., and Ganguly, Sumit (eds), Government Policies and
Ethnic Relations in Asia and the Pacific, The MIT Press, Cambridge and
London, 1997.
Burns, John P., & Rosen, Stanley (eds), Policy Conflicts in Post-Mao China,
M. E. Sharpe, Armonk, New York, London, England, 1986.
Byrnes, Joseph F. (ed), The Psychology of Religion, The Free Press, New
York, 1984.

- 323 -

Capps, Lisa Louise, Concepts of Health and Illness of the Protestant Hmong,
University of Kansas Thesis, Kansas, 1991.
Case Study on Education Opportunities for Hilltribes in Northern Thailand –
Implications for Sustainable Rural Development, Food and Agriculture
Organisation of the United Nations, Bangkok, 2000.
Castles, Stephen, Mistaken Identity: Multiculturalism and the Demise of
Nationalism in Australia (3rd Ed), Pluto Press, Sydney, 1992.
‘Census’, Australasian Federation of Family History Organisations News
Flash, No. 3, September 2001, pp 2.
‘Center For the Coordination of Non-Governmental Tribal Development
Organisation: CONTO’ at
http://www.geocities.com/hmongthailand/conto.html, (Publication date
unknown), Accessed: September 24, 2001.
Chaa, Bee, ‘Being Hmong is Not Enough’ in Mai Neng Moua (ed), Bamboo
Among the Oaks – Contemporary Writing by Hmong Americans, Minnesota
Historical Society Press, St Paul, 2002.
Chambers, Eric (ed), Tourism and Culture – An Applied Perspective, State
University of New York Press, New York, 1997.
Chan, Sucheng, ‘Hmong Means Free’ at www.hmongnet.org/publications/hmfintro.html, 1994, Accessed: September 24, 2001.
Chanda, Nayan, & Huus, Kari, ‘The New Nationalism’, Far Eastern Economic
Review, November 9, 1995, pp 20-26.
Chanda, Nayan, ‘The War Within’, Far Eastern Economic Review, Vol.163 No.
18, May 4, 2000, pp 20.
Chanda, Nayan, ‘Friend or Foe?’, Far Eastern Economic Review, Vol. 163
No. 25, June 22, 2000, pp 32.
Chandra, Ray, ‘Racial Discrimination Against Indigenous Peoples – A Global
Perspective’, in Indigenous Affairs, No 1, 2001 pp 8-12.
Chandraprasert, Elawat, ‘The Impact of Development on the Hilltribes of
Thailand’, in Don McCaskill & Ken Kampe (eds), Development or
Domestication? Indigenous Peoples of Southeast Asia, Silkworm Books,
Chiang Mai, 1997, pp 83-96.
Chanya, ‘Wooden Kart Racing’, Compass, Vol. 1 No. 7, December 2003, pp
31.
Charoenpo, Anucha, ‘Burmese Go to Thai Jails to Give Birth’, Bangkok Post,
January 16, 2004, pp 4.

- 324 -

Chein, Emily, The Cult of the Dead in a Chinese Village, Stanford University
Press, Stanford, USA, 1973.
Chen Jun, ‘Ismail Amarit says Control Splittists, Boost Economy’, Daily
Report, June 13, 1996, pp 26-27.
Chernomas, Robert & Sepheri, Ardeshir, ‘Is Globalisation a Reality, a
Tendency or a Rationale for Neoliberal Economic Policies?’, Globalization,
2002.
Chiang Mai & The Hilltribes, Sangdad Publications, Bangkok, 2004.
‘Chiang Mai Sustainable Education Center’ at www.chiangmaicenter.org,
Accessed: March 14, 2003.
‘China in Transition’, Far Eastern Economic Review, March 7, 1996, pp 29.
‘China’s Modernisation Level Ranks 73rd’, Beijing Review, Vol. 39 No. 31, July
29- August 4, 1996.
Chindarsi, Nusit, The Religion of the Hmong Njua, Siam Society, Bangkok,
1976.
‘Chinese & Foreigners on Reform and Opening Up’, Beijing Review, Vol. 41
No. 52, December 28 1998-January 3, 1999, pp 11-14.
Ching, Frank, ‘Has China Changed?’, Far Eastern Economic Review, August
19, 1999, pp 19.
Chotichaipiboon, Tawin, ‘Socio-cultural and Environment Impact of Economic
Development on Hill Tribes’, in Don McCaskill & Ken Kampe (eds),
Development or Domestication? Indigenous Peoples of Southeast Asia,
Silkworm Books, Chiang Mai, 1997, pp 97-116.
Christie, Kenneth (ed), Ethnic Conflict, Tribal Politics – A Global Perspective,
Curzon Press, Richmond, Surrey, 1998.
‘Citizenship Rules For Hilltribes Eased’, The Nation, May 03 2001, pp 1.
Cobb, John B., Christ in a Pluralistic Age, Wipf & Stock Publishers, Oregon,
1998.
Cohen, Abner, ‘The Lesson of Ethnicity (1974)’, in Werner Sollors (ed),
Theories of Ethnicity – A Classical Reader, Macmillan Press, London, 1996,
pp 370-384.
Cohen, Myron L., ‘Being Chinese: The Peripheralisation of Traditional
Identity’, in Tu Wei-ming (ed), The Living Tree - The Changing Meaning of
Being Chinese Today, Stanford University Press, Stanford, 1994, pp 88-108.

- 325 -

Cohen, Myron, L., ‘Cultural and Political Inventions in Modern China: The
Case of the Chinese Peasant’, in Tu Wei-ming (ed), China in Transformation,
Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts, London, England,
1994, pp 151-165.
Comaroff, John L., ‘Ethnicity, Nationalism and the Politics of Difference in an
Age of Revolution’, in Edwin N. Wilmsen & Patrick McAllister (eds), The
Politics of Difference – Ethnic Premises in a World of Power, The University of
Chicago Press, Chicago, 1996, pp 162-184.
Community Relations Resource Kit, Department of the Premier and Cabinet,
Queensland Government Publications, Brisbane, 2000.
Connor, Walker, ‘Beyond Reason: The Nature of the Ethnonational Bond’, in
John Hutchinson and Anthony D. Smith (eds), Ethnicity, Oxford University
Press, Oxford, New York, 1996, pp 69-74.
Connor, Walker, ‘Nation-Building or Natio-Destroying?’, World Politics, Vol 24,
1995, pp 319-355.
‘Constitution of the People’s Republic of China – Adopted December 4, 1982’,
Beijing Review, Vol 25 No 52, December 24 1982, pp 10-29.
Consultations on the 2001-2002 Migration and Humanitarian Programs,
Department of Immigration and Multicultural Affairs, Canberra, 1999.
Cooper, Robert, ‘Unity and Division in Hmong Social Categories in Thailand’,
in Chen P. and Evers, H.D. (eds), Studies in ASEAN Sociology, Chopmen,
Singapore, 1978.
Cooper, Robert G., Resource Scarcity and the Hmong Response, Singapore
University Press, Singapore, 1984.
Corson, David, Language, Minority Education and Gender – Linking Social
Justic and Power, Multilingual Matters, Clevedon, 1996.
Couglan, James E., ‘Lao Immigrant in Australia: A Socio-Demographic and
Economic Profile of the Laos-Born Community From the 1991 Census’ at
www.global.lao.net/laostudy/ozlao, (Publication date unknown), Accessed:
August 15, 2001.
Cozic, Charles P. (ed), Nationalism and Ethnic Conflict, Greenhaven Press,
San Diego, 1994.
Crispin, Shawn W., ‘Only the Rich’, Far Eastern Economic Review, Vol. 163
No. 24, June 15, 2000, pp 26-28.
Crispin, Shawn W., and Lintner, Bertil, ‘Behind the Bombing’, Far Eastern
Economic Review, Vol. 163 No. 30, July 27, 2000, pp 26-27.

- 326 -

Cross, Malcolm and Keith, Michael (eds), Racism, the City and the State,
Routledge, London and New York, 1993.
Crowell, Todd, ‘Beijing Vs God’, Asiaweek, Vol. 26 No. 40, October 13, 2000,
pp 28-30.
‘Cultural Diversity & Community Health Profiles – Hmong’ at
http://www.health.qld.gov.au/hssb/cultdiv/cultdiv/hmong.htm, 2001, Accessed:
July 18, 2002.
Curthoys, Ann, ‘An Uneasy Conversation: The Multicultural and the
Indigenous’ in John Docker and Gerhard Fischer (eds), Race, Colour and
Identity in Australia and New Zealand, UNSW Press, Sydney, 2000, pp 21-36.
Da Wei, ‘Yunnan: Changes and Hopes’, Beijing Review, Vol. 40 No. 2, June
28, 1997, pp 15-18.
Daniels, Louise, ‘How the Hmong Made Their Home in Tasmania’ at
www.hmongnet.org/hmong-au/hmongtas, 1988, Accessed: July 14, 2001.
Dawe, Donald G. and Carmen, Jon B. (eds), Christian Faith in a Religiously
Plural World, Orbis Books, New York, 1978.
De Jong, Gordon F. and Madamba, Anna B., ‘A Double Disadvantage?
Minority Group, Immigrant Status and Underemployment in the United States’,
Social Science Quarterly, Vol 82 No 1, March 2001.
de la Paz, Alberto C., The Hilltribe Museum and Education Center,
Population and Community Development Association, Chiang Rai, 2000.
Dessaint, Alain Y., Minorities of South-West Asia, Hraf Press, New Haven,
1980.
Dikotter, Frank, The Discourse of Race in Modern China, Hurst & Company,
London, 1992.
Dikotter, Frank (ed), The Construction of Racial Identities in China and Japan,
Hurst & Company, London, 1997.
‘Disappearing Languages’, Bangkok Post, July 2, 20003, pp 5 (Outlook).
Divale, William and Seda, Albert, ‘Modernisation as Changes in Cultural
Complexity: New Cross-Cultural Measurements’, Cross-Cultural Research –
The Journal of Comparative Social Sciences, Vol. 35 No. 2, May 2001, pp
127-153.
Diversity Figures – A Statistical Snapshot of the Diversity of Queensland’s
Population, Office of Economic and Statistical Research – Queensland
Treasury, Brisbane, 2000.

- 327 -

Docker, John, ‘Adventures of Identity’, in John Docker and Gerhard Fischer
(eds), Race, Colour and Identity in Australia and New Zealand, UNSW Press,
Sydney, 2000 pp 3-20.
Docker, John & Fischer, Gerhard (eds), Race, Colour and Identity in Australia
and New Zealand, UNSW Press, Sydney, 2000.
Donald, Alan & Arnold, Thomas, ‘The Unity of China’, Asian Affairs, Vol. XXIII
Part II, October 1992, pp 271-281.
Donnelly, Nancy D., Changing Lives of Refugee Hmong Women, University of
Washington Press, Seattle and London, 1994.
Doogue, Geraldine, ‘Spirit of the Hmong’, Compass, (transcript) ABC TV, May
20, 2001.
Dragadze, Tamara, ‘Ethnic Conflict as Political Smokescreen: The Caucasus
Region’, in Hakan Wiberg and Christian P. Scherrer (eds), Ethnicity and IntraState Conflict, Ashgate, Sydney, 1999.
Dreyer, June Teufel, China’s Forty Millions, Minority Nationalities and National
Integration in the People’s Republic of China, Harvard University Press,
Cambridge, Massachusettes and London, 1976.
Ehrlich, Richard S., ‘Facing Death For a Pathetic Dream’, Bangkok Post, July
12, 2003, pp 8.
Eide, Asbjorn, ‘Commentary to the UN Declaration on the Rights of Persons
Belonging to National or Ethnic, Religious and Linguistic Minorities’ at
www.unhchr.ch/minorities/publications.htm, 1992, Accessed: December 15,
2002.
Eller, Jack David, From Culture to Ethnicity to Conflict – An Anthropological
Perspective on International Ethnic Conflict, The University of Michigan
Press, Michigan, United States, 1999.
Ellwood, Wayne, The No Nonsense Guide to Globalization, New
Internationalist Publications, Oxford, 2001.
Enloe, Cynthia, ‘Ethnic Soldiers’ in John Hutchinson and Anthony D. Smith
(eds), Ethnicity, Oxford University Press, Oxford, New York, 1996, pp 282284.
Enloe, Cynthia, ‘Religion and Ethnicity’, in John Hutchinson and Anthony D.
Smith (eds), Ethnicity, Oxford University Press, Oxford, New York, 1996, pp
197-201.
Enwall, J., ‘Miao or Hmong?’, Thai-Yunnan Project Newsletter, No. 17, June
1992.

- 328 -

Erber, Ernest, ‘Nationalism Impedes Progress’ in Charles P. Cozic (ed),
Nationalism and Ethnic Conflict, Greenhaven Press, San Diego, 1994, pp 6572.
Eriksen, Thomas H., Ethnicity and Nationalism, Pluto Press, London, 1993.
Eriksen, Thomas H., ‘Ethnicity, Race, Class and Nation’ in John Hutchinson
and Anthony D. Smith (eds), Ethnicity, Oxford University Press, Oxford; New
York, 1996, pp 28-34.
Erni, Christian (ed), Vines That Won’t Bind – Indigenous Peoples of Asia
Proceedings of IWGIA Conference in Chiang Mai 1995, IWGIA Documents
Copenhagen, 1996.
Esman, Milton J., ‘Political and Psychological Factors in Ethnic Conflict’, in
Joseph V. Montville (ed), Conflict and Peacemaking in Multiethnic Societies,
Lexington Books, New York, 1991, pp 53-64.
Esman, Milton J., ‘Diasporas and International Relations’, John Hutchinson
and Anthony D. Smith (eds), Ethnicity, Oxford University Press, Oxford, New
York, 1996, pp 316-320.
Evans-Pritchard, E. E., Social Anthropology, Cohen & West Ltd, London,
1954.
Falk, Catherine, ‘Hmong Funerals in Australia in 1992’ at
www.hmongnet.org/hmong-au/funeral, 1992, Accessed: August 1, 2001.
Falk, Catherine, ‘The Hmong in Melbourne’, Tirra Lirra, Vol. 4 No.2 1993, pp
3-6, 43.
Falk, Catherine, ‘Roots and Crowns. The Hmong Funeral Ceremony: From
Laos to Australia’, Tirra Lirra, Vol. 4 No. 4, 1994, pp 19-24.
Falk, Catherine, ‘The Hmong in Australia’ at www.hmongnet.org/hmongau/ozhmong1, 1994, Accessed: August 1, 2001.
Falk, Catherine, ‘Upon Meeting the Ancestors: The Hmong Funeral Ritual in
Asia and Australia’, Hmong Studies Journal, Vol. 1 No. 1, Fall 1996.
Falk, Catherine, ‘The Private and Public Lives of the Hmong Qeej and Miao
Lusheng’ in Nicholas Tapp and Gary Yia Lee (eds), The Hmong of Australia –
Culture and Diaspora, Pandanus Books, Canberra, 2004, pp 123-152.
‘Fear of Expulsion Haunting the Thai Hilltribes’, at www.atimes.com July 31,
2003, Accessed: September 4, 2003.
Fei Hsaio Tung, Toward a People’s Anthropology, New World Press, Beijing,
1981.

- 329 -

Fenton, Steve, Ethnicity, Racism, Class and Culture, Macmillan, London,
1999.
Feuchtwang, Stephen, ‘Local Religion and Village Identity’ in Tao Tao Liu &
David Faure (eds), Unity and Diversity - Local Cultures and Identities in China,
Hong Kong University Press, Hong Kong, 1996, pp 161-175.
‘Fishing Guide Made Easier’, Innisfail Advocate, February 2, 2002, pp3.
Fishman, Joshua A. (ed), Can Threatened Languages Be Saved? Reversing
Language Shift, Revisited: A 21st Century Perspective, Multilingual Matters
Ltd, Clevedon, 2001.
‘Fitzroy Learning Centre’, at www.home.vicnet.net.au/~fitznet, 2002,
Accessed May 20, 2002.
Fonseka, Carlos, ‘Globalization and Universality of Humankind’, Dialogue,
New Series, Vol. XXIV, 1997, pp2.
Forbes, Jack D., ‘Empowering Ethnic Groups Can Prevent Ethnic Conflict’, in
Charles P. Cozic (ed), Nationalism and Ethnic Conflict, Greenhaven Press,
San Diego, 1994, pp 259-263.
Forney, Matt, ‘Divide and Rule’, Far Eastern Economic Review, November 30,
1995, pp 26.
Forney, Matt, ‘Picture This’, Far Eastern Economic Review, September 11,
1997, pp 58-59.
Forney, Matt, ‘Yunnan Rising’, Far Eastern Economic Review, September 11,
1997, pp 54-57.
‘Forum of China’s Religious Conditions’, Beijing Review, Vol. 40 No. 35,
September 1-7, 1997, pp 15-18.
Freeman, Michael, ‘Theories of Ethnicity, Tribalism and Nationalism’, in
Kenneth Christie (ed), Ethnic Conflict, Tribal Politics – A Global Perspective,
Curzon Press, Richmond, Surrey, 1998, pp15-34.
Friedman, Edward, ‘A Failed Chinese Modernity’ in Tu Wei-ming (ed.), China
in Transformation, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts,
London, England, 1994, pp 1-15.
Fung, Edmund and Jie, Chen, Changing Perceptions: The Attitude of the
PRC Chinese Toward Australia and China 1989-1996, Centre for the Study of
Australia-Asia Relations, Griffith University, Brisbane, 1996.

- 330 -

Gans, Herbert, ‘Symbolic Ethnicity’, in John Hutchinson & Anthony D. Smith
(eds), Ethnicity, Oxford University Press, Oxford & New York, 1996, pp 146155.
Gebert, Rita & Kesmanee, Chupinit, ‘Drug Abuse Among Highland Minority
Groups in Thailand’, in Don McCaskill & Ken Kampe (eds), Development or
Domestication? Indigenous Peoples of Southeast Asia, Silkworm Books,
Chiang Mai, 1997, pp 358-397.
Geddes, W. R., Migrants of the Mountains, Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1976.
Geertz, Clifford, Old Societies and New States – The Quest For Modernity in
Asia and Africa, Free Press, Glencoe, 1963.
Geertz, Clifford, ‘Primordial Ties’ in John Hutchinson & Anthony D. Smith
(eds), Ethnicity, Oxford University Press, Oxford and New York, 1996, pp 4041.
Gelb, Alan, ‘China’s Reforms in the Wider Context of Transition’ in E. Bliney
(ed), Crisis and Reform in China, Nova Science Publishers Inc, Commack,
New York, 1997, pp 1-15.
Ghee, Lim Teck and Lowe, Vincent (eds), Towards a Modern Asia: Aims,
Resources and Strategies, Heinemann Educational Books, Kuala Lumpur,
Singapore, Hong Kong, 1976.
Giddens, Anthony, Profiles and Critiques in Social Theory, University of
California Press, Berkley and Los Angeles, 1982.
Giddens, Anthony, Sociology – A Brief but Critical Introduction, Macmillan
Press, London, 1982.
Giddens, Anthony (ed), The Global Third Way Debate, Polity Press, Malden,
Massachussetts, 2001.
Giddens, Anthony, Runaway World, Routledge, New York, 2001.
Gilbert, Helen, Khoo, Tseen and Lo, Jacqueline, Diaspora: Negotiating AsianAustralia, University of Queensland Press, Brisbane, 2000.
Gill, Teena Amrit, ‘Thai Hilltribes Battling Discrimination’, Asia Times Online,
at www.atimes.com, September 1, 2001.
Gilley, Bruce, ‘Saving the West’, Far Eastern Economic Review, Vol. 163 No.
18, May 4, 2000, pp 22-23.
Gilley, Bruce, ‘New Lessons’, Far Eastern Economic Review, Vol. 164 No. 24,
June 21, 2001, pp 26.

- 331 -

Gladney, Dru C., Muslim Chinese, Ethnic Nationalism in the People’s
Republic of China, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Mass., 1996.
Gladney, Dru (ed), Making Majorities, Stanford University Press, Stanford,
California, 1998.
Glazer, Nathan, ‘Universalisation of Ethnicity’, Encounter, Vol 2, 1975, pp 16.
Glazer, Nathan and Moynihan, Daniel Patrick, Ethnicity:
Theory and
Experience, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Mass., 1975.
Glazer, Nathan and Moynihan, Daniel P., ‘Beyond the Melting Pot’, in John
Hutchinson and Anthony D. Smith (eds), Ethnicity, Oxford University Press,
Oxford, New York, 1996, pp 135-137.
Gluckman, Max, Custom and Conflict in Africa, Basil, Blackwell & Mott,
Oxford, 1960.
Gold, Gerald L. (ed), Minorities and Mother Country Imagery, Institute of
Social and Economic Research, Newfoundland, Canada, 1987.
Goodman, Jim, The Exploration of Yunnan, Yunnan People’s Publishing
House, Shenzhen, 2000.
Granitsas, Alkman, ‘Back to the Fold’, Far Eastern Economic Review, Vol. 163
No. 41, October 12, 2000, pp 76-79.
Grew, Raymond, ‘On Seeking the Cultural Context of Fundamentalism’, in
Martin E. Marty and R. Scott Appleby (eds), Religion, Ethnicity, and SelfIdentity – Nations in Turmoil, University Press of New England, London, 1997.
‘Guarantee of Rights and Interests of Ethnic Minorities’, Beijing Review,
January, 1996, pp 10-32.
Guerra, Carmel and White, Rob (eds), Ethnic Minority Youth in Australia,
National Clearing House for Youth Studies, Hobart, 1995.
A Guidebook to Yunnan, Yunnan University Press, Kunming, 1999.
Hall, Stuart, ‘The Local and the Global: Globalization and Ethnicity’ in
Anthony D. King (ed), Culture Globalization and the World System, Macmillan,
London, 1991, pp 19-40.
Hall, Stuart, ‘Old and New Identities, Old and New Ethnicities’, in Anthony D.
King (ed), Culture Globalization and the World System, Macmillan, London,
1991, pp 41-68.
Hall, Stuart, ‘The New Ethnicities’, in John Hutchinson and Anthony D. Smith
(eds), Ethnicity, Oxford University Press, Oxford, New York, 1996, pp 161163.

- 332 -

Han Qingyue, ‘Yunnan: A Flowery Place to the South of the Clouds’, Beijing
Review, Vol. 42 No.20, May 17,1999, pp 23.
Hang, True, ‘A Good Hmong Woman’ in Moua, Mai Neng (ed), Bamboo
Among the Oaks – Contemporary Writing by Hmong Americans, Minnesota
Historical Society Press, St Paul, 2002.
Harpaz, Itzhak, ‘Cross National Comparison of Religious Conviction and the
Meaning of Work’, Cross Cultural Research, Vol. 32 No. 2, May 1998, pp 143170.
Harrell, Stevan and Davis, Deborah (eds), Chinese Families in Post-Mao
China, University of California Press, Los Angeles, 1993.
Harrell, Stevan (ed), Cultural Encounters on China’s Ethnic Frontiers,
University of Washington Press, Seattle and London, 1995.
Harrell, Stevan, ‘The Nationalities Question and the Prmi Problem’, in Melissa
J. Brown (ed), Negotiating Ethnicities in China and Taiwan, University of
California Press, Berkley, USA, 1996, pp 274-295.
Hattaway, Paul, Operation China – Introducing All the Peoples of China,
Piquant, Carlisle, United Kingdom, 2000.
Hawj, Laj Lim, ‘Re-Thinking Hmong History: Are Hmong and Miao the Same
People?’ at www15.brinkster.com/hmonguniverse/re-think.html, (Publication
date unknown), Accessed: November 28, 2002.
Healey, Kaye, A Question of Colour – Issues For the 90s, Spinney Press,
Wentworth Falls, 1992.
Heberer, Thomas, China and its National Minorities, Autonomy or
Assimilation?, M E Sharpe, Armonk, New York and London, England, 1989.
Heimbarch, Ernest E., White Meo – English Dictionary, Department of Asian
Studies, Cornell University, Ithaca, New York, 1969.
Hein, Jeremy, ‘The Hmong Cultural Repertoire: Explaining Cultural Variation
Within and Ethnic Group’, Hmong Studies Journal, Vol. 2 No. 2 Spring 1998.
Heisler, Martin, ‘Ethnicity and Ethnic Relations in the Modern West’, in Joseph
V. Montville (ed), Conflict and Peacemaking in Multiethnic Societies,
Lexington Books, New York, 1991, pp 21-52.
Her, Toua, Phoo Ntawv Hauvlug – Ntawm Moob Kevcai Hab, Hmong
Christian Alliance Church of Australia, Cairns, 2000.
Her, Toua, Plaub Zaaj Lug Qha, Hmong Christian Alliance Church of
Australia, Cairns, 2003.

- 333 -

The Hill Tribes of Thailand (4th Edition), Department of Public Welfare (DPW)
and Tribal Research Institute, Chiang Mai, 1995.
Hiniker, Paul J., ‘Chinese Reactions to Forced Compliance: Dissonance
Reduction or National Character’, The Journal of Social Psychology, 1969, pp
157-176.
‘Hmong Association For Development in Thailand’, at
http://www.geocities.com/hmongthailand/hmongassociat.html, Accessed:
December 4, 2002.
Hoang Quoc Hai, ‘How to Save the Traditional Cultures of the Minorities’,
presented to a conference on Western High Plateau Culture, Giang Vo,
Hanoi, May 21, 1994.
Hoi, Erling, ‘Hear Our Prayer’, Far Eastern Economic Review, April 13, 2000,
pp 24-25.
Holland, Lorien, ‘Papers Warn of Pro-Independence Activity’, Daily Report,
May 9, 1996, pp 17.
Holland, Lorien, ‘Breaking the Wheel’, Far Eastern Economic Review, Vol.
162 No. 31, August 5, 1999, pp 16- 17.
Holland, Lorien, ‘Good vs Bad’, Far Eastern Economic Review, Vol. 162 No.
40, October 7, 1999, pp 55-56.
Holland, Lorien & Lawrence, Susan V., ‘Past & Presents’, Far Eastern
Economic Review, October 7, 1999, pp 70-79.
Holland, Lorien, ‘Poor and Poorer’, Far Eastern Economic Review, Vol 162 No
42, October 21, 1999, pp 26- 28.
Holland, Lorien, ‘Take it Easy’, Far Eastern Economic Review, Vol 163 No
43, October 26, 2000, pp 108-109.
Holloway, Nigel, ‘For Whom the Bell Tolls’, Far Eastern Economic Review,
Feburary 2, 1995, pp 14-16.
Hongwiwat, Nidda, Chiang Mai and the Hill Tribes, Sangdad Publications,
Bangkok, 2000.
Horowitz, Donald, ‘Ethnic Conflict Management for Policymakers’, in Joseph
V. Montville (ed), Conflict and Peacemaking in Multiethnic Societies,
Lexington Books, New York, 1991, pp 115-130.
Horowitz, Donald, ‘Symbolic Politics and Ethnic Status’, John Hutchinson and
Anthony D. Smith (eds), Ethnicity, Oxford University Press, Oxford, New York,
1996, pp 285-290.

- 334 -

Horowitz, Donald, ‘Self-Determination: Politics, Philosophy and Law’ in
Shapiro, Ian and Kymlicka, Will (eds), Ethnicity and Group Rights, New York
University Press, New York, 1997, pp 421-463.
Hsieh, Shih-chung, ‘On the Dynamics of Tai/Dai-Lue Ethnicity’, in Stevan
Harrell (ed), Cultural Encounters on China’s Ethnic Frontiers, University of
Washington Press, Seattle & London, 1995, pp 301-317.
Huang Wei, ‘China Cracks Down on Relics Smuggling’, Beijing Review, Vol.
41 No. 31, August 3-9 1998, pp 9-11.
Huang Wei, ‘Equality, Respect, Help and Development’, Beijing Review, Vol.
40 No. 41, October 5-11 1998, pp 11-17.
Huang Wei, ‘Harmony Reigns in the Big Chinese Family’, Beijing Review, Vol.
40 No. 40, October 5-11, 1998, pp 8-11.
Hudson, Wayne and Stokes, Geoffrey, ‘Australia and Asia: Place,
Determinism and National Identities’, in Geoffrey Stokes (ed), The Politics of
Identity in Australia, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, New York and
Melbourne, 1997, pp 145-157.
Hughes, E. C. (ed), On Work, Race and Sociological Imagination, University
of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1994.
Huntington, S., The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order,
Simon & Schuster, London, 1996.
Hutchinson, John & Smith, Anthony D. (eds), Ethnicity, Oxford University
Press, Oxford and New York, 1996.
Hutchinson, John, ‘Ethnicity and Multiculturalism in Immigrant Societies’, John
Hutchinson and Anthony D. Smith (eds), Ethnicity, Oxford University Press,
Oxford, New York, 1996, pp 374-377.
Hutchinson, John, ‘Ethnicity and Modern Nations’, Journal of Ethnic and
Racial Studies, Vol.23 No.4, July 2000, pp 651-669.
Huus, Kari, ‘The Hard Edge – For Some Nationalism Means Dictatorship’, Far
Eastern Economic Review, November 9, 1995, pp 28.
Identity and Change – Papers From a Public Forum on Art and Culture Based
on Vietnamese/Australian Experience, Footscray Community Arts Centre,
Melbourne, February 1996.
Imade, Lucky O., ‘The Two Faces of Globalization:
Prosperity?’ Globalization, 2003.

- 335 -

Impoverishment or

‘Into the 21st Century’, Beijing Review, Vol. 40 No. 40, October 6-12, 1992, pp
10-32.
Irwin, James, ‘Fruits of Labour’, Far Eastern Economic Review, Vol. 162 No.
40, October 7 1999, pp 60-64.
Isajiw, Wsevold, ‘Definitions of Ethnicity’, Ethnicity, Vol 1, 1974, pp 111.
Itsaracheewawat, Phisut, ‘Hmong Cart Races Now World Heritage’, Chiang
Mai Mail, January 10, 2004, pp 26.
Ivanov, Anton, ‘Cultural Roots of Russian Nationalism: Dilemmas of
Existential Conflict’, in Hakan Wiberg and Christian P. Scherrer (eds),
Ethnicity and Intra-State Conflict, Ashgate, Sydney, 1999.
Jacobson, Julius, ‘Nationalism Drives Self-Determination Movements’ in
Charles P. Cozic (ed), Nationalism and Ethnic Conflict, Greenhaven Press,
San Diego, 1994, pp 50-58.
Jakubowicz, Andrew, ‘State and Ethnicity: Multiculturalism as Ideology’ in J.
Jupp (ed) Ethnic Politics in Australia, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, pp 14-28.
Jariyasombat, Peerawat, ‘Ethnic Cultures Flourish’, Bangkok Post, September
25, 2003, pp 1, 8 (Horizons).
Jarkey, Nerida, ‘Process and Goal in White Hmong’, in Nicholas Tapp and
Gary Yia Lee (eds), The Hmong of Australia – Culture and Diaspora,
Pandanus Books, Canberra, 2004, pp 175-190.
Jayasuriya, Laksiri and Paokong, Kee, The Asianisation of Australia? Some
Facts About the Myths, Melbourne University Press, Melbourne, 1999.
Jedoodachaiyut, Nantene, ‘Ethnic Minorities Under the Media Microsope’,
Chiang Mai Mail, Vol 11 No 23, June 7 2003, pp 5.
Jenkins, Richard, Rethinking Ethnicity, SAGE Publications, London, Thousand
Oaks, New Delhi, 1997.
Jian Gian, ‘Tourism, Cultural Survival, and Host Ethnic Participation’, New
Asia Academic Bulletin, Vol. VIII, 1997, pp 75-78.
Jiang, Zemin, ‘Speech at the Opening Ceremony of the 22nd Universal Postal
Congress’, Beijing Review, Vol. 42 No. 36, September 6, 1999, pp 8-9.
Johnson, Carol, ‘Other Times: Thatcher, Hawke, Keating, and the Politics of
Identity’ in Geoffrey Stokes (ed), The Politics of Identity in Australia,
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, New York and Melbourne, 1997,
pp 37-49.

- 336 -

Johnson-Messenger, Tracey Pilar, ‘Contradictions in Learning How to be Thai:
A Case Study of a Young Hmong Woman’, Hmong Studies Journal, Vol. 4,
2003, pp 1-21.
Johnstone, Patrick (ed), Operation World, OM Publishing, Carlisle, UK, 1995.
Jones, Lynne, ‘Nationalism Can Be Beneficial’, in Charles P. Cozic (ed),
Nationalism and Ethnic Conflict, Greenhaven Press, San Diego, 1994, pp 2634.
Julian, Roberta, ‘Hmong Refugees in Tasmania’ at
www.hmongnet.org/hmong-au/hm_tas95.htm, 1994, Accessed: June 15,
2001.
Julian, Roberta, ‘Living Locally, Dreaming Globally: Transnational Cultural
Imagings and Practices in the Hmong Diaspora’, in Nicholas Tapp and Gary
Yia Lee (eds), The Hmong of Australia – Culture and Diaspora, Pandanus
Books, Canberra, 2004, pp 25-58.
Jupp, James, ‘Immigration and National Identity: Multiculturalism’ in Geoffrey
Stokes (ed), The Politics of Identity in Australia, Cambridge University Press,
Cambridge, New York and Melbourne, 1997, pp 132-144.
Kane, John, ‘From Ethnic Exclusion to Ethnic Diversity: The Australian Path
to Multiculturalism’ in Ian Shapiro and Will Kymlick (eds), Ethnicity and Group
Rights, New York University Press, New York, 1997, pp 540-571.
Kane, John, ‘Racialism and Democracy: The Legacy of White Australia’, in
Geoffrey Stokes (ed), The Politics of Identity in Australia, Cambridge
University Press, Cambridge, New York and Melbourne, 1997, pp 117-131.
Kaufman, Eric, ‘Liberal Ethnicity: Beyond Liberal Nationalism and Minority
Rights’, Journal of Ethnic and Racial Studies, Vol. 23 No.6, November 2000,
pp 1086-1119.
Kaye, Lincoln, ‘The Grip Slips’, Far Eastern Economic Review, May 11, 1995,
pp 18-20.
Kelly, David and Reid, Anthony (eds), Asian Freedoms – The Idea of
Freedom in East and South-East Asia, Cambridge University Press,
Cambridge, 1998.
Kidd, Warren, Culture and Identity, Palgrave, Hampshire, 2002.
Kim, Young Yun (ed), Interethnic Communication, SAGE Publications,
Newbury Park, 1986.
King, Anthony D. (ed), Culture, Globalization and the World System,
Macmillan, London, 1991.

- 337 -

Khoo, Siew-Ean, McDonald, Peter, Giorgas, Dimi, Birrell, Bob, Second
Generation Australians, Department of Immigration and Multicultural Affairs,
Canberra, 2002.
Koo, Charles and Lee, Gary Yia, ‘Multiculturalism in Australia: An Asian
Perspective’ at www.atrax.net.au/userdir/yeulee/No…ng/, 1994, Accessed:
June 4, 2001.
Kou Zhenglin, ‘Stimulating Individual Consumption, Maintaining Steady
Development’, Beijing Review, Vol. 42 No. 1 January 4-10, 1999, pp 8-11.
Kunstadter, Peter, ‘Annual Variations in Use of, and Exposure to Pesticides
Among Hmong Farmers in Northern Thailand’ (unpublished), presented to
Informal Northern Thai Group, Chiang Mai, June 10, 2003.
Laclau, Ernesto, ‘Universalism, Particularism, and the Question of Identity’ in
Edwin N. Wilmsen & Patrick McAllister (eds), The Politics of Difference Ethnic Premises in a World of Power, The University of Chicago Press,
Chicago, 1996, pp 45-58.
Lambert, Tony, ‘The Costly Revival’, East Asia’s Millions, First Quarter 2000,
pp 14-16.
Lawrence, Susan V., ‘Celebrity Critic’, Far Eastern Economic Review, October
22, 1998, pp 12-14.
Lawrence, Susan V., ‘Unfinished Business’, Far Eastern Economic Review,
December 17, 1998, pp 22.
Lawrence, Susan V., ‘Beijing Chill’, Far Eastern Economic Review, Vol. 162
No. 2, January 14, 1999, pp 12-13.
Lawrence, Susan V. ‘Reality Check’, Far Eastern Economic Review, March
18, 1999, pp 26.
Lawrence, Susan V., ‘In Tiananmen’s Shadow’, Far Eastern Economic
Review, Vol. 162 No. 20, May 20, 1999, pp 10-11.
Lawrence, Susan V., ‘Life and Death’, Far Eastern Economic Review, Vol.
162 No. 31, August 5, 1999, pp 22-24.
Lawrence, Susan V., ‘Ideologically Correct’, Far Eastern Economic Review,
Vol. 162 No. 33, August 19, 1999, pp 17.
Lawrence, Susan V., ‘Stressful Summer’, Far Eastern Economic Review, Vol.
162 No. 33, August 19, 1999, pp 16-18.
Lawrence, Susan V., ‘The Road to Power’, Far Eastern Economic Review,
Vol. 162 No. 40, October 7, 1999, pp 46-50.

- 338 -

Lawrence, Susan V., ‘The Party’s Rule of Law’, Far Eastern Economic
Review, Vol. 162 No. 40, October 7, 1999, pp 54-55.
Lawrence, Susan V., ‘Jiang’s Two Faces’, Far Eastern Economic Review,
Vol. 162 No. 48, December 2, 1999, pp 16-17.
Lawrence, Susan V., ‘The Say No Club’, Far Eastern Economic Review,
January 13, 2000, pp 15-16.
Lawrence, Susan V., ‘Faith and Fear’, Far Eastern Economic Review, Vol.
163 No. 16, April 20, 2000, pp 16-18.
Lawrence, Susan V., ‘Where Beijing Fears Kosovo’, Far Eastern Economic
Review, Vol. 163 No. 36, September 7, 2000, pp 22-24.
Lawrence, Susan V. and Rashid, Ahmed, ‘Joining Foreign Jihad’, Far Eastern
Economic Review, Vol. 163 No. 36, September 7, 2000, pp 24.
Lawrence, Susan V., ‘Three Cheers for the Party’, Far Eastern Economic
Review, Vol. 163 No. 43, October 26, 2000, pp 32-35.
Leach, E., Political Systems of Highland Burma: A Study of Kachin Social
Structure, Athlone, London, 1954.
Leach, E., Rethinking Anthropology, Athlone, London, 1961.
Lee, Gary Yia, ‘Culture and Adaptation: Hmong Refugees in Australia 197683’ at www.hmongnet.org/hmong-au, 1983, Accessed: June 4, 2001.
Lee, Gary Yia, ‘Refugees From Laos: Historical Background and Causes’, at
www.hmongnet.org/hmong-au/refugee, 1985, Accessed: June 4, 2001.
Lee, Gary Yia, ‘Tribal Socio-Economic Change: Dream and Reality’, at
www.atrax.net.au/userdir/yeulee/, 1986, Accessed: June 4, 2001.
Lee, Gary Yia, ‘White Hmong Kinship: Terminology and Structure’, at
www.atrax.net.au/userdir/yeulee/Culture/White%20
Hmong%20kinship%20terminology, 1986, Accessed: June 4, 2004.
Lee, Gary Yia, ‘Minority Politics in Thailand: A Hmong Perspective’ at
www.atrax.net.au/userdir/yeulee/To…/, 1987, Accessed: June 4, 2001.
Lee, Gary Yia, ‘Household and Marriage in a Thai Highland Society’ at
www.atrax.net.au/userdir/yeulee/Culture/Hmong%20Marriage, 1988,
Accessed: June 4, 2001.
Lee, Gary Yia, ‘Cultural Identity in Post-Modern Society: Reflections on What
is Hmong?, Hmong Studies Journal, Vol. 1 No. 1 Autumn 1996.

- 339 -

Lee, Gary Yia, ‘Asian Settlement and the Media in Australia’ at
www.atrax.net.au/userdir/yeulee/NonHmong/, 1997, Accessed: June 4, 2001.
Lee, Gary Yia, ‘Indochinese Refugee Families in Australia: A Multicultural
Perspective’, Cultural Diversity and the Family, Ethnic Affairs Commission of
NSW, Vol. 3, 1997.
Lee, Gary, ‘Hmong Living Their Dream – Then and Now’, (unpublished),
presented to the Fourth Annual Hmong National Conference, Denver,
Colorado, April 16, 1998.
Lee, Gary Yia, ‘Hmong World View and Social Structure’, Hmong Studies
Journal, Vol. 2 No. 2, Spring, 1998.
Lee, Gary Yia and Tapp, Nicholas, ‘Current Hmong Issues: 10-point
Statement’ at
www.atrax.net.au/userdir/yeulee/Topical/currenthmongissues.html, 2002,
Accessed: July 17, 2002.
Lee, Gary Yia, ‘Culture and Settlement: The Present Situation of the Hmong
in Australia’, in Nicholas Tapp and Gary Yia Lee (eds), The Hmong of
Australia – Culture and Diaspora, Pandanus Books, Canberra, 2004, pp 1124.
Lee, Gregory B. (ed), Troubadours, Trumpeteers, Trouble Makers – Lyricism,
Nationalism and Hybridity in China and its Others, Hurst & Company, London,
1996.
Lee, Leo O., ‘On The Margins of Chinese Discourse: Some Personal
Thoughts on the Cultural Meaning of Periphery’, in Tu Wei-ming (ed), The
Living Tree - The Changing Meaning of Being Chinese Today, Stanford
University Press, Stanford, 1994, pp 221-244.
Lee, Mai Na M., ‘The Thousand-Year Myth:
Construction and
Characterization of Hmong’, Hmong Studies Journal, Vol. 2 No. 2, Spring
1998.
Lee May, ‘Hmongspeak’ in Moua, Mai Neng (ed), Bamboo Among the Oaks –
Contemporary Writing by Hmong Americans, Minnesota Historical Society
Press, St Paul, 2002.
Leepreecha, Prasit, ‘Jungle Tours: A Government Policy in Need of Review’
in Don McCaskill & Ken Kampe (eds), Development or Domestication?
Indigenous Peoples of Southeast Asia, Silkworm Books, Chiang Mai, 1997, pp
268-288.
Leepreecha, Prasit, Kinship and Identity Among Hmong in Thailand, (PhD
dissertation unpublished), submitted University of Washington, Seattle, 2001.

- 340 -

Lemoine, Jacques, ‘Shamanism in the Context of Hmong Resettlement’, in G.
L. Hendriks, B. T. Downing and A. S Deinard (eds), The Hmong in Transition,
Center for Migration Studies and Southeast Asian Refugee Studies Project,
University of Minnesota, New York and Minneapolis, 1986, pp. 337-48.
Levinson, David, Family Violence in Cross-Cultural Perspective, Sage
Publications, Newbury Park, 1989.
Lewis, Paul and Elaine, Peoples of the Golden Triangle, Thames and
Hudson, Great Britain, 1998.
Li Youyi, Ethnology in China, Griffith University, Nathan, Queensland, 1982.
Liamputtong, Pranee Rice, ‘Being a Woman: The Social Construction of
Menstruation Among Hmong Women in Australia’, in Nicholas Tapp and Gary
Yia Lee (eds), The Hmong of Australia – Culture and Diaspora, Pandanus
Books, Canberra, 2004, pp 153-174.
Liangjiang Li & O’Brien, Kevin J., ‘Villages and Popular Resistance in
Contemporary China’, Modern China, Vol. 22 No. 1, June 1996, pp 55-61.
Lilley, Rozanna, ‘Ethnicity and Anthropology’, in Gehan Wijeyewardene (ed),
Ethnic Groups Across National Boundaries in Mainland Southeast Asia,
Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, Singapore, 1990, pp 173-183.
Lin Tongqin, ‘A Search For China’s Soul’ in Tu Wei-ming (ed), China in
Transformation, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts,
London, England, 1994, pp 171-185.
Link, Perry, ‘China’s Core Problem’, in Tu Wei-ming (ed), China in
Tranformation, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts,
London, England, 1994, pp 189-205.
Lintner, Bertil, ‘Reaching Out’, Far Eastern Economic Review, September 11,
1997, pp 57-58.
Lintner, Bertil, ‘The Third Wave’, Far Eastern Economic Review, Vol. 162 No.
25, June 24, 1999, pp 28.
Litzinger, Ralph A., ‘Contending Conceptions of the Yao Past’, in Stevan
Harrell (ed), Cultural Encounters on China’s Ethnic Frontiers, University of
Washington Press, Seattle, 1995, pp 117-133.
Litzinger, Ralph A., ‘Questions of Gender: Ethnic Minority Representation in
Post-Mao China’, Bulletin of Concerned Asian Scholars, Vol. 32 No. 4,
October-December 2000, pp 3-12.
Liu, Tao Tao & Faure, David (eds), Unity and Diversity - Local Cultures and
Identities in China, Hong Kong University Press, Hong Kong, 1996.

- 341 -

Lynch, Annette, Dress, Gender and Cultural Change – Asian American and
African American Rites of Passage, Berg, Oxford and New York, 1999.
Ma Yin (ed), China’s Forty Millions, Foreign Language Press, Beijing, 1994.
McAdoo, Harriette (ed), Family Ethnicity – Strength in Diversity, SAGE
Publications, Newbury Park, California, 1993.
McBeth, John, ‘Drifting Apart’, Far Eastern Economic Review, Vol. 162 No.
40, October 7, 1999, pp 14.
McCaskill, Don and Kampe, Ken (eds), Development or Domestication?
Indigenous Peoples of Southeast Asia, Silkworm Books, Chiang Mai, 1997.
McConnochie, Keith, Hollinsworth, David, Pettman, Jan, Race and Racism in
Australia, Social Science Press, Australia, 1988.
McCready, William C. (ed), Culture, Ethnicity, and Identity – Current Issues in
Research, Academic Press, New York, 1983.
McDowell, Josh (ed), A Ready Defence, Thomas Nelson Publisher, Nashville,
USA, 1993.
McGarry, John and O’Leary, Brendan, ‘Introduction; The Macro-Political
Regulation of Ethnic Conflict’, in John McGarry and Brendan O’Leary (eds),
The Politics of Ethnic Conflict Regulation, Routledge, Newyork, London, 1993,
pp1-39.
McGarry, John and O’Leary, Brendan, ‘Eliminating and Managing Ethnic
Differences’, John Hutchinson and Anthony D. Smith (eds), Ethnicity, Oxford
University Press, Oxford, New York, 1996, pp 333-340.
McKenna, Thomas F., ‘No Generic Spirituality: Ethnicity and the Spiritual
Journey’, in Peter C. Phan (ed), Ethnicity, Nationality and Religious
Experience, University Press of America, Lanham, New York and London,
1991, pp 209-217.
Mackerras, Colin, ‘Contemporary Chinese Social Science Study of the
Minority Nationalities’, in Michael B Yahuda (ed), New Directions in Social
Sciences and Humanities in China, Macmillian, London, 1987, pp 89-113.
Mackerras, Colin, China’s Minorities: Integration and Modernisation in the
Twentieth Century, Oxford University Press, Hong Kong, 1994.
Mackerras, C., Taneja, Pradeep, Young, Graham, China Since 1978 –
Reform, Modernisation and ‘Socialism With Chinese Characteristics’, St
Martin’s Press, New York, 1994.
Mackerras, Colin, China Minority Cultures: Identities and Integration Since
1912, Longman Australia, Melbourne, St Martins Press, New York, 1995.

- 342 -

Mackerras, Colin, McMillen, Donald H., Watson, Andrew (eds), Dictionary of
the Politics of the People’s Republic of China, Routledge, London and New
York, 1998.
Mackerras,
Colin,
China’s
Ethnic
Minorities
RoutledgeCurzon, London and New York, 2003.

and

Globalisation,

Macleod, Lijia, ‘The Dying Fields’, Far Eastern Economic Review, April 23,
1998, pp 62-63.
Maniratanavongsiri, Chumpol, ‘Religion and Social Change: Ethnic Continuity
and Change Among the Karen in Thailand’ in Don McCaskill & Ken Kampe
(eds), Development or Domestication? Indigenous Peoples of Southeast Asia,
Silkworm Books, Chiang Mai, 1997, pp 237-267.
Marsden, Paul, ‘What Price a Global Future?’ Globalization, 2001.
Martin, Nancy, ‘Religion and the Globalization of War”, (unpublished),
presented to the International Conference on Religion and Globalisation,
Payap University, Chiang Mai, July 29, 2003.
Marty, Martin E. and Appleby, R. Scott (eds), Religion, Ethnicity, and SelfIdentity – Nations in Turmoil, University Press of New England, London, 1997.
Melleuish, Gregory, ‘Universal Obligations: Liberalism, Religion and National
Identity’, in Geoffery Stokes (ed), The Politics of Identity in Australia,
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, New York and Melbourne, 1997, pp
50-60.
Miles, James, ‘The Dictates of History’, Far Eastern Economic Review, Vol.
162 No. 40, October 7, 1999 pp 40-44.
Mitchell, Mark, ‘Tradition at Risk’, Far Eastern Economic Review, Vol. 163
No. 29, July 20, 2000, pp37-38.
Mitchell, Mark and Vatikiotis, Michael, ‘China Steps in Where US Fails’, Far
Eastern Economic Review, Vol. 163 No. 47, November 23, 2000, pp 20-22.
Montreevat, Judy & Ponsakunpaisan, Margaret, ‘Prostitution and AIDS: The
Risks of Being a Young Tribal Woman’, in Don McCaskill & Ken Kampe (eds),
Development or Domestication? Indigenous Peoples of Southeast Asia,
Silkworm Books, Chiang Mai, 1997, pp 289-306.
Montville, Joseph V. (ed), Conflict and Peacemaking in Multiethnic Societies,
Lexington Books, New York, 1991.
Mooney, Paul, ‘Investing in the Future’, Far Eastern Economic Review, Vol.
162 No. 41, October 14, 1999, pp 46-53.

- 343 -

Mooney, Paul, ‘Great Expectations’, Far Eastern Economic Review, Vol. 162
No. 42, October 21, 1999, pp 42-49.
Morrison, Gayle, ‘The Hmong Qeej: Speaking to the Spirit World’, Hmong
Studies Journal, Vol. 2 No. 2 Spring 1998.
Mottin, Jean, The History of the Hmong (Meo), Odeon Store Ltd, Bangkok,
1980.
Moua, Mai Neng (ed), Bamboo Among the Oaks – Contemporary Writing by
Hmong Americans, Minnesota Historical Society Press, St Paul, 2002.
Moua, Vayong, ‘Hmong Christianity: Conversions, Consequence and Conflict’
at http://www.peopleteams.org/miao/hmong.htm, 1995, Accessed: September
16, 2002.
Moynihan, Daniel P., Pandaemonium: Ethnicity in International Politics,
Oxford University Press, Oxford; Melbourne, 1993.
‘Multicultural Policies Launched’, Healthmatters, Vol. 5 No. 3, April 2000, pp 4.
Multicultural Queensland Policy (2nd edition), Department of the Premier and
Cabinet, Queensland Government, Brisbane, 2001.
Muzzaffar, Chandra, ‘Religion and Society in a Global Age’ (unpublished),
presented to the International Conference on Religion and Globalisation,
Payap University, Chiang Mai, July 30, 2003.
Nanuam, Wassana, ‘8000 Hmong in Saraburi to be Given Entry Into US’,
Bangkok Post, July 25, 2003, pp 1.
Nanuam, Wassana, ‘Protests Spur Shift in Relocation Plans’, Bangkok Post,
September 4, 2003, pp 3.
Nanuam, Wassana, ‘A New Home for the ‘Unwanted’’, Bangkok Post,
September 20, 2003, pp 10.
‘Nationality Minority Book & Periodicals’, Beijing Review, Vol. 40 No. 35,
September 1-7, 1997, pp 26.
Nawigume Wanna, Chiang Mai and the Hill Tribes, Sangdad Publishing,
Bangkok, 1989.
New and Emerging Communities in Queensland, Multicultural Affairs
Queensland, Brisbane, 2001.
Ni, Ching-Ching, ‘China’s Other Wall’, San Francisco Times, August 4, 2000.
‘Northwest Yunnan Becoming a Tour Focus’, Beijing Review, Vol. 41 No. 30,
July 27- August 2, 1998, pp 24.

- 344 -

Norval, Aletta J., ‘Thinking Identities: Against a Theory of Ethnicity’ in Edwin
N. Wilmsen & Patrick McAllister (eds), The Politics of Difference – Ethnic
Premises in a World of Power, The University of Chicago Press, Chicago,
1996, pp 59-70.
Nulibol, Pornpitagpan, ‘Happy Hmong New Year!’, Bangkok Post, January 4,
2004, pp 1 ‘Outlook’.
O’Donnell, Mike, Sociology in Focus – Race and Ethnicity, Longman, New
York, 1991.
Ortney, Sherry B., ‘Resistance and the Problem of Ethnographic Refusal’,
Comparative Studies in Society and History, Vol. 31 No 1, 1995, pp 173-193.
Paengnoy, Anan, ‘Hmong Students Overrun School’, The Nation, July 17,
2000.
Pao, Saykao, ‘The Roots and the Fruits – Hmong Identity in the Future’,
presented to the Seventh Hmong National Conference, Milwaukee,
Wisconsin, April 14, 2002.
Papostergiadis, Nikos, Dialogues in the Diaspora – Essays and
Conversations on Cultural Identity, Rivers Oram Press, London, 1998.
Pathan, Don, ‘Hmong Villages Fight Back Against Opium’, The Nation, March
13, 2000.
The People of Australia – Statistics From the 2001 Census, Department of
Immigration and Multicultural Affairs, Canberra, 2003.
Peters, Michael A., ‘The Postmodern State, Security and World Order’,
Globalization, 2002.
Phan, Peter C. (ed), Ethnicity, Nationality and Religious Experience,
University Press of America, Lanham, New York, London, 1991.
Phanayanggoor, Preeyant, ‘Fighting to Save Culture, History Under Threat’,
Bangkok Post, September 8, 2003, pp 8.
Phanayanggoor, Preeyanat, ‘New Challenges for Youth in Towns’, Bangkok
Post, September 8, 2003, pp 8.
Phayvanh, Phoumindr, ‘Multiculturalism, Social Control and the Lao
Community in Australia’, at www.global.lao.net/laostudy/multicom,
(Publication date unknown), Accessed August, 15, 2002.
Pincus, Fred L. and Erlich, Howard J. (eds), Race and Ethnic Conflict –
Contending Views on Prejudice, Discrimination and Ethnoviolence (2nd ed),
Westview Press, Boulder, 1999.

- 345 -

Piterse, Jan Nederveen, ‘Varieties of Ethnic Politics and Ethnicity Discourse’
in Edwin N. Wilmsen & Patrick McAllister (eds), The Politics of Difference –
Ethnic Premises in a World of Power, The University of Chicago Press,
Chicago, 1996, pp 25-44.
Prentice, Deborah A., and Miller, Dale T. (eds), Cultural Divides –
Understanding and Overcoming Group Conflict, Russell Sage Foundation,
New York, 1999.
Putterman, Louis, ‘Institutional Boundaries, Structural Change & Economic
Reform in China’, Modern China, Vol. 18. No. 1, January 1992, pp 3-11.
Quincy, Keith, Hmong – History of a People, Eastern Washington University
Press, Cheney, 1995.
Ramirez, Albert and Ossorio, Peter, ‘Ethnic Psychology: An Approach to the
Study of Race, Ethnicity, and Culture in William C. McCready (ed), Culture,
Ethnicity, and Identity – Current Issues in Research, Academic Press, New
York, 1983, pp 283-288.
Ratcliffe, Peter (ed), Race, Ethnicity and Nation – International Perspectives
on Social Conflict, UCL Press, London, Pennsylvania, 1994.
‘Religious Affairs in China’, Beijing Review, Vol. 40 No. 35, September 1-7,
1997, pp 7-14.
‘Religious Freedom Protected’, Beijing Review, Vol. 40 No. 34, August 25-31,
1997, pp 5.
‘Respecting Religious Beliefs and Protecting Traditional Culture’, Beijing
Review, Vol. 39 No. 34, August 19-25, 1996, pp 19-22.
Renard, Ronald D., ‘The Making of a Problem: Narcotics in Mainland
Southeast Asia’, in Don McCaskill & Ken Kampe (eds), Development or
Domestication? Indigenous Peoples of Southeast Asia, Silkworm Books,
Chiang Mai, 1997, pp 307-328.
Renard, Ronald D., Eliminating Opium: Lessons From Succeeding in
Thailand, United Nations International Drug Control Program, Bangkok,
December 2000.
Report of the Review of Settlement Services for Migrants and Humanitarian
Entrants, Department of Immigration and Multicultural Affairs, Canberra, 2003.
Rex, John, Race, Community and Conflict: A Study of Sparkbook Oxford
University Press, London, 1967.
Rex, John, Race and Ethnicity, Open University Press, Milton Keynes, 1986.

- 346 -

Reynolds, Craig J., (ed), National Identity and its Defences, Silkworm Books,
Chiang Mai, 1991.
Rice, P. L., ‘Pog Laus Tsis Coj Khaub Ncaws Lawm: The Menopause in
Hmong Women’, Journal of Reproductive and Infant Psychology, Special
Edition on the Menopause, Vol 13, 1995, pp 79-92.
Richards, Anne R., ‘Reconsidering Agency in an Era of Geo-Religious
Upheavel: Women from Four Faith Traditions Confess’, Globalization, 2003.
Richardson, Chris, Migration Myths and Realities, The Australian Department
of Immigration and Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs, Canberra, 2002.
Richmond, Anthony H., ‘Globalisation: Implications for Immigrants and
Refugees’, Journal of Ethnic and Racial Studies, Vol. 25 No. 5, September
2002, pp 707-727.
Riskin, Carl, ‘Social Development, Quality of Life and the Environment’ in E.
Bliney (ed.), Crisis and Reform in China, Nova Science Publishers Inc,
Commack, New York, 1997, pp 89-109.
Ritchie, Mark and Yang, Bai, ‘Evicted and Excluded: The Struggle for
Citizenship and Land Rights by Tribal People in Northern Thailand’, at
http://www.cs.org/publications/CSQ/243/ritchie.html, (Publication date
unknown), Accessed: February 4, 2003.
Ronnquist, Ralf, ‘Identity and Intra-State Ethnonational Mobilisation’ in Hakan
Wiberg and Christian P. Scherrer (eds), Ethnicity and Intra-State Conflict,
Ashgate, Sydney, 1999.
Roy, Denny, ‘Ethnic Conflict in China: The Case of Tibet’, in Kenneth Christie
(ed), Ethnic Conflict, Tribal Politics – A Global Perspective, Curzon Press,
Richmond, Surrey, 1998, pp 87-102.
Ryan, Stephen, ‘Political Crises Intensify Ethnic Conflict’, in Charles P. Cozic
(ed), Nationalism and Ethnic Conflict, Greenhaven Press, San Diego, 1994,
pp 191-194.
Ryan, Stephen, ‘The Voice of Sanity Getting Hoarse? Destructive Processes
in Violent Ethnic Conflict’ in Edwin N. Wilmsen & Patrick McAllister (eds), The
Politics of Difference – Ethnic Premises in a World of Power, The University of
Chicago Press, Chicago, 1996, pp 144-161.
Saunders, Harold H., ‘Intergroup Dialogue Can Prevent Ethnic Conflict’, in
Charles P. Cozic (ed), Nationalism and Ethnic Conflict, Greenhaven Press,
1994, pp 264-270.

- 347 -

Sautman, Barry, ‘Myths of Descent, Racial Nationalism and Ethnic Minorities
in the People’s Republic of China’, in Frank Dikotter (ed.), The Construction of
Racial Identities in China and Japan, Hurst & Company, London, 1997, pp 7595.
Saywell, Trish, ‘Sex Matters’, Far Eastern Economic Review, Vol. 161 No.
38, September 17, 1998, pp 38-40.
Schein, Louisa, Minority Rules: The Miao and the Feminine in China’s
Cultural Politics, Duke University Press, Durham and London, 2000.
Schermerhorn, Richard, “Ethnicity and Minority Groups’, in John Hutchinson
and Anthony D, Smith (eds), Ethnicity, Oxford University Press, Oxford and
New York, 1996, pp 17-18.
Schreiter, Robert J., ‘Ethnicity and Nationality as Contexts For Religious
Experience’, in Peter C. Phan (ed), Ethnicity, Nationality and Religious
Experience, University Press of America, Lanham, New York, London, 1991,
pp 9-25.
Schwartz, Benjamin I., ‘Culture, Modernity, and Nationalism – Further
Reflections’ in Tu Wei-ming, (ed), China in Transformation, Harvard University
Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts & London, England, 1994, pp 233-253.
Schwarz, Vera, ‘No Solace From Lethe: History, Memory, and Cultural
Identity in Twentieth Century China’, in Tu Wei-ming (ed), The Living Tree The Changing Meaning of Being Chinese Today, Stanford University Press,
Stanford, 1994, pp 64-87.
Shah, Sonie, ‘The Political Exploitation of Ethnicity Causes Conflict’, in
Charles P. Cozic (ed), Nationalism and Ethnic Conflict, Greenhaven Press,
San Diego, 1994, pp 184-190.
Shapiro, Ian and Kymlicka, Will (eds), Ethnicity and Group Rights, New York
University Press, New York, 1997.
She Duanzhi, ‘East and West Mutually Complementary’, Beijing Review, Vol.
39 No. 3, January 15-21, 1996, pp 11-13.
Sherman, Spenser, ‘Lost Tribes of the Central Valley’, This World – San
Francisco Examiner, September 15, 1985.
Sinai, I. Robert (ed), The Challenge of Modernisation -The West’s Impact on
the Non-Western World, W W Norton & Company Inc., New York, 1964.
Siu, Helen, ‘Cultural Identity and the Politics of Difference in South China’ in
Tu Wei-ming (ed), China in Transformation, Harvard University Press,
Cambridge, Massachusetts & London, England, 1994, pp 19-37.

- 348 -

Siu-woo Cheung, ‘Millenarianism, Christian Movements, Among the Miao of
South-west China’ in Stevan Harrell (ed), Cultural Encounters on China’s
Ethnic Frontiers, University of Washington Press, Seattle, 1995, pp 217-246.
‘600 Australians Who Speak With One Voice’, www.hmongnet.org/hmongau/voice.htm, October 20, 1988, Accessed: July 4, 2001.
Slater, Robert O., Schutz, Barry M., Dorr, Steven R. (eds),
Global
Transformation and the Third World, Lynne Rienner Publishers, Boulder,
Colorado, 1993.
Smith, Anthony, Nations and Nationalism, Polity Press, Cambridge, 1995.
Smith, Anthony D., ‘Chosen Peoples’ in John Hutchinson and Anthony D.
Smith (eds), Ethnicity, Oxford University Press, Oxford, New York, 1996, pp
189-196.
Smith, M. Estelle, ‘Hegemony and Elite Capital: The Tools of Tourism’ in Eric
Chambers (ed.), Tourism and Culture – An Applied Perspective, State
University of New York Press, New York, 1997, pp 200.
Sollors, Werner (ed), Theories of Ethnicity – A Classical Reader, Macmillan
Press, London, 1996.
Steinfeld, Edward S., ‘Full-Speed Around’, Far Eastern Economic Review,
Vol. 162 No. 40, October 7, 1999, pp 56-60.
Stewart, Sally, ‘One Billion Customers and Producers’, Asian Affairs, Vol.
XXIV, Part II, June 1993, pp 157-163.
Stokes, Geoffery (ed), The Politics of Identity in Australia, Cambridge
University Press, Cambridge, New York and Melbourne, 1997.
Stone, Arthur, ‘Christian Group Said Targeted in ‘Strike Hard’ Campaign’,
Daily Report, July 2, 1996, pp 15.
Stratton, Jon and Ang, Ien, ‘Multicultural Imagined Communities: Cultural
Difference and National Identity in the USA and Australia’ in David Bennett
(ed), Multicultural States: Rethinking Difference and Identity, Routledge,
London; New York, 1998, pp 135-162.
Stratton, Jon, Race Daze – Australia in Identity Crisis, Pluto Press Australia,
Annandale, Sydney, 2001.
Stuller, Jay, ‘Nationalism Causes Ethnic Conflict’, in Charles P. Cozic (ed),
Nationalism and Ethnic Conflict, Greenhaven Press, San Diego, 1994.
Sukhsvasti, Usnisa, ‘Portrait of a Dying Lifestyle’, Bangkok Post, October 11,
2003, pp 1 (Outlook).

- 349 -

Sukrung, Karnjarija, ‘Behind the Brands’, Bangkok Post, April 29, 2003.
Sumalee, Pitayanon, ‘Migration of Labour into Thailand’, Chulalongkorn
Journal of Economics, Vol. 13 No. 2, May 2001, pp 1-43.
Swearer, Donald K., ‘Religious Identity and Globalization: Would Jesus,
Buddha, or Mohammed Drive a Sport Utility Vehicle (SUV)’ (unpublished),
presented to the International Conference on Religion and Globalisation,
Payap University, Chiang Mai, July 27, 2003.
Tambiah, Stanley J., ‘The Nation-State in Crisis and the Rise of
Ethnonationalism’, in Edwin N. Wilmsen & Patrick McAllister (eds), The
Politics of Difference – Ethnic Premises in a World of Power, The University of
Chicago Press, Chicago, 1996, pp 124-143.
Tapp, Nicholas, The Hmong of Thailand – Opium People of the Golden
Triangle, Anti-Slavery Society Indigenous Peoples and Development Series,
London and Cambridge, 1986.
Tapp, Nicholas, ‘Hmong Religion’, Asian Folklore Studies, 48, 1989, pp 59-94.
Tapp, Nicholas, Sovereignty and Rebellion: The White Hmong of Thailand,
Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1989.
Tapp, Nicholas, ‘Squatters or Refugees – Development and the Hmong’, in
Gehan Wijeyewardene (ed), Ethnic Groups Across National Boundaries in
Mainland Southeast Asia, Institute of Southeast Asia Studies, Singapore,
1990.
Tapp, Nicholas & Chien Chao, ‘Ethnicity and Ethnic Groups in China’, New
Asia Academic Bulletin, Vol. VIII 1997, pp 2-9.
Tapp, Nicholas, The Hmong of China – Context, Agency and the Imaginary,
Leiden, Boston, Koln, Brill, 2001.
Tapp, Nicholas, ‘Hmong Diaspora in Australia’, in Nicholas Tapp and Gary Yia
Lee (eds), The Hmong of Australia – Culture and Diaspora, Pandanus Books,
Canberra, 2004, pp 59-96.
Tapp, Nicholas & Lee, Gary Yia (eds), The Hmong of Australia – Culture and
Diaspora, Pandanus Books, Canberra, 2004.
Tasker, Rodney and Lintner, Bertil, ‘Danger: Road Works Ahead’, Far
Eastern Economic Review, Vol. 163 No. 51, December 21 2000, pp 26-27.
Tessman, Lisa “Beyond Communitarian Unity in the Politics of Identity”,
Socialist Review, Vol. 24, No. 1 & 2 1995, pp 3-5.
Thaveephol, Nuttanee, ‘Old Farming Methods Being Partly Blamed For
Deforestation’, Chiang Mai Mail, August 30-September 5, 2003, pp 1, 3.

- 350 -

Tonkin, Elizabeth, McDonald, Maryon and Chapman, Malcolm, ‘History and
Ethnicity’ in John Hutchinson and Anthony D. Smith (eds), Ethnicity, Oxford
University Press, Oxford, New York, 1996, pp 18-23.
‘Trading Women: Sex For Sale’, Eastern Horizons, United Nations Office on
Drugs and Crime, No. 15, September 2003, pp 10.
Trueba, Henry T., Jacobs Lila, Kirton Elizabeth, Cultural Conflict and
Adaptation – The Case of Hmong Children in American Society, The Falmer
Press, New York, 1990.
Tsai, Frank Wen-Hui, Essays on the Study of Chinese Modernisation, The
Chinese Association for Folklore, Taipei, 1976.
Tseo George, ‘Modernisation Under Deng: Chinese Dilemmas and Global
Lessons’, Asian Affairs, Vol. XXV, Part I, February 1994, pp 42-46.
Tu Wei-ming (ed), China in Transformation, Harvard University Press,
Cambridge, Massachusetts & London, England, 1994.
Tu Wei-ming (ed), The Living Tree - The Changing Meaning of Being
Chinese Today, Stanford University Press, Stanford, 1994.
‘United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Persons Belonging to National or
Ethnic, Religious and Linguistic Minorities’, at
www.unhcr.ch/html/menu31b/d_minor.htm, 1992, Accessed: April 14 , 2003.
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, The Office Of the High
Commissioner for Human Rights, Geneva, Switzerland, 2002.
Vang, Kou, ‘Clash Between Traditional and Mainstream Culture’, Hmong
Community Journal, December 15, 2002, pp 5.
Vang, Lilian Kaolee, ‘New Role Identity of Hmong Women’, Generally
Speaking Archives, Vol 1. No.2,
Vatikiotis, Michael, Ethnic Pluralism in the Northern Thai City of Chiang Mai,
Oxford University Thesis, Oxford, 1994.
Vatikotis, Michael, ‘Speaking in Tongues’, Far Eastern Economic Review,
May 8, 1997, pp 38.
Vatikotis, Michael, ‘Tribal Traders’, Far Eastern Economic Review, May 8,
1997, pp 36-38.
Vayrynen, Tarja, ‘Socially Constructed Ethnic Identities: A Need for Identity
Management?’ in Hakan Wiberg and Christian P. Scherrer (eds), Ethnicity
and Intra-State Conflict, Ashgate, Sydney, 1999.

- 351 -

Venn, Couze, ‘Intellectuals, Power and Multiculturalism’, Comparative Studies
of Society and History, Vol. 43, No. 1 January 2001, pp 91-94.
Visuttarom, Chujit, Marriage Traditions of Six Hill Tribes of Northern Thailand,
Faculty of Humanities, Chiang Mai University, Chiang Mai, 2533.
Viviani, Nancy, The Indochinese in Australia 1975-1995 – From Burnt Boats to
Barbecues, Oxford University Press, Melbourne, 1996.
Walker, Kenneth C., ‘Chinese Uncertainties’, Asian Affairs, Vol. XXVI, Part II,
pp183-188.
Wallman, S., Ethnicity at Work, Macmillan, London, 1979.
Wandel, Jens, ‘Development and Its Impact on the Indigenous and Highland
Peoples of Vietnam’, in Don McCaskill & Ken Kampe (eds), Development or
Domestication? Indigenous Peoples of Southeast Asia, Silkworm Books,
Chiang Mai, 1997, pp 470-487.
Wang, Jennifer, ‘The Hmong Community in Sydney: Demography, Education
and Employment, Pre- and Post-Arrival’, Lao Study Review, Vol. 3, 1998-99.
Wang Jisi & Zou Sicheng, ‘Civilisations: Clash or Fusion?’, Beijing Review,
Vol. 39 No. 3, January 15-21 1996, pp 8-12.
Wang Yanan, On Oral Traditions – A Study in the Folklore of Yunnan Ethnic
Groups Without Written Languages, Yunnan Education Publishing House,
Yunnan, 2001.
Wang Yanjuan ‘Man and Nature Enjoy Harmony’, Beijing Review, Vol. 42 No.
20, May 17,1999, pp 13-18.
Weber, Max, ‘Ethnic Groups (1922)’, in Werner Sollors (ed), Theories of
Ethnicity – A Classical Reader, Macmillan Press, London, 1996, pp 52-66.
Weber, Max, ‘The Origins of Ethnic Groups’, in John Hutchinson and Anthony
D. Smith (eds), Ethnicity, Oxford University Press, Oxford and New York,
1996, pp 35-40.
White, Michael and Sassler, Sharon, ‘Ethnicity, Nativity, and Neighbourhood
Attainment’, Social Science Quarterly, Vol. 81 No. 4, December 2000.
Wiberg, Hakan and Scherrer, Christian P. (eds), Ethnicity and Intra-State
Conflict, Ashgate, Sydney, 1999.
Wijeyewardene, Gehan (ed), Ethnic Groups Across National Boundaries in
Mainland Southeast Asia, Institute of Southeast Asia Studies, Singapore,
1990.

- 352 -

Wilhelm, Kathy, ‘Dear Mr Jiang’, Far Eastern Economic Review, Vol 164 No
16, April 26, 2001, pp 30.
Wilmsen, Edwin N. & McAllister, Patrick (eds), The Politics of Difference –
Ethnic Premises in a World Of Power, The University of Chicago Press,
Chicago, 1996.
Wilson, Lauren, ‘Burial Rituals For Everybody’, The Cairns Post, March 27,
2002, pp 5.
‘Window Displaying National Religion and Culture’, Beijing Review, Vol. 40
No. 45, November 10-16, 1997, pp 17-18.
Wright, Robin, ‘Ethnic Conflict: An Overview’ in Charles P. Cozic (ed),
Nationalism and Ethnic Conflict, Greenhaven Press, San Diego, 1994, pp
157-163.
Wronska-Friend, Maria, ‘Globalised Threads: Costumes of the Hmong
Community in North Queensland’ in Nicholas Tapp and Gary Yia Lee (eds),
The Hmong of Australia – Culture and Diaspora, Pandanus Books, Canberra,
2004, pp 97-122.
Wu Cai, ‘China Seeks Cooperation in Poverty Relief’, Beijing Review, Vol. 39
No. 33, August 12-18 1996, pp 16-18.
Wu, David Y. H, (ed), ‘National Policy and Minority Cultures in Asia’,
Southeast Asian Journal of Social Science (special edition), XVI, 2 (1988).
Wu, David Y.H., ‘The Construction of Chinese and Non-Chinese Identities’, in
Tu Wei-ming, (ed), The Living Tree - The Changing Meaning of Being
Chinese Today, Stanford University Press, Stanford, 1994, pp 148-167.
Xiao Wei, ‘Protecting Ethnic Cultures’, Beijing Review, Vol. 41 No. 40,
October 5-11 1998, pp 17-18.
Xiaoping, Wu, ‘Ethnic Tourism – A Helicopter from Huge Graveyard to
Paradise? Social Impacts of Ethnic Tourism Development on the Minority
Communities in Guizhou Province, Southwest China’, Hmong Studies Journal,
Vol 3, Winter 2000.
Xiong Sihao, ‘Islam in China’, Beijing Review, Vol. 38 No.24, June 12-18,
1995, pp 8-10.
Xiong, Yuepheng L., ‘Chinese Odyssey: Summer Program Offers Students
Rare Opportunity to Learn Hmong History in China’, INK: Hmong Magazine,
Vol. 1 No. 1 Spring, 1997.
Xiong, Yuepheng, ‘Digging Roots, While Building the Future’, presented in
Oshkosh, Wisconsin, April 14, 2001.

- 353 -

Xu Ming & Chen Jun, ‘How College Students Perceive Modernisation’, Daily
Report, July 11, 1996, pp 13-15.
Young, Graham (ed), China Dilemmas of Modernisation, Croom Helm,
London, Sydney, Dover, New Hampshire, 1985.
Yunnan Travel, December, 2001.
Zhang Fu, ‘Yunnan Strengthens Crack-Down Campaign’, Daily Report, June
7, 1997, pp 55-56.
Zhang Yi, ‘Burdensome Population Headache For China’, Beijing Review, Vol.
42 No. 44, November 1, 1999, pp19-21.
Zheng Ling, ‘Opportunities Abound in Yunnan’, Beijing Review, Vol. 40 No. 6,
February 10-16, 1997, pp 19-21.
Hmong Web Postings
Pao, Saykao, ‘Hmong Leadership: The Traditional Model’ at
www.hmongnet.org/hmong-au/leader, 1997, Accessed: August 15, 2002.
Pao, Saykao, ‘The Change of Changes’ at www.lexicon.net/drpao,
(Publication date unknown), Accessed: August 15, 2003.
Pao, Saykao, ‘What Do The Hmong Believe Will Happen To Them if They
Receive a Blood Transfusion?’ at www.lexicon.net/drpao, (Publication date
unknown), Accessed: August 11, 2003.
Taichiming, ‘Who Are the Hmong?’ at
www.angelfire.com/ca3/Hmong/index.html, 1994, Accessed: November 28,
2002.
Thao, Lamont, ‘Hmong Means Free?’ at
www.hmongnet.org/publications/aboutfree.html, July 2000, Accessed:
November 28, 2001.

- 354 -

APPENDIX A
Non-Confidential Interviews
Christian and Missionary Alliance pastor Toua Her
Christian and Missionary Alliance former pastor Derek Peach
Local Area Multicultural Partnership, Johnstone Shire Council officer Lyndal
Scobell
Local Area Multicultural Partnership, Cairns Shire Council
Local Area Multicultural Partnership, Logan City Council
Far North Regional Police Office, Cross Cultural Section, Inspector Trevor
Adcock
Bentley Park College Principal Di Grech
Cairns funeral director Aaron Burkin
Pastor of the first Hmong Church in Australia Bev Holland
Former President of the North Queensland Hmong Society Sao Lee
Cairns Church of Christ former elder Craig Jensen
Cairns Migrant Settlement Services, Hans Spier
Cairns Migrant Settlement Services, Sharon Percy
Chiang Mai Tribal Research Institute – Thaworn Foofuang.
Chiang Mai City Christian Church pastors Rob and Nora Meister
Mak and Narola Sanglir
Agricultural Development Agent, Chiang Mai, Bruce Taylor
Servants to Asia’s Urban Poor, International Director, Dr Dorothy Mathieson
Chiang Mai University Social Research Institute researcher Dr Prasit
Leepreecha
New Life Center, Chiang Mai Thailand, Director Karen Smith
House of Love, Chiang Mai Thailand, Director Kimberley Brown
Thailand Church of Christ, Nop Chopkittikhun
- 355 -

Allen and Breena Paine, former missionaries Chiang Mai
Hilltribe Welfare and Development Centre, DPW, Chiang Mai
Hilltribe Museum, Chiang Mai
Phia Yang, Hmong community member, Brisbane
Leng Yang, Hmong community member, Cairns
Mai Chang, Chiang Mai
Sam Yang, Chiang Mai

- 356 -

APPENDIX B
United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights in Hmong Dialect

NDAX DEB NENB NDAS DOS LOL
NTUAD *
Lol daof ndex
Haik zos duef ndax deb nenb houd juab tinx
id cuat lenx cuat dol druax jangs muax nit
zunb yinx tab nil buab zhit zangd zhit dongf
nit ndas dos nit chenx renf, yaos ndax deb
dax zis, hof ged tab hox pinx nit ghangb das
deut;
Haik zos duef nenb ndas dos nuaf zhit
dluad muas tab qib dlangs qib dlend hlob
hlangd dout uat shangb uat shud, dex uat
shangb uat shud nad, muab ndax dex nenb
nit liangx xinb shab nzhuk zhuak bual leuf;
lb lob cuat lenx cuat dol sheuf muax nit ged
haik fol suex shab, ged nzhes zit haib youx
yol, zhit drous nchait zhit drous hef, zhit
zhof chaib zhit zhof nkhek nit ndax deb yat
lol zos, zhof ntuad haik uat ndax deb nenb
nit zuef shab yinf vangf leuf;
Haik zos wef zhit guas ndax deb nenb zhit
doul del maof xind duef cangx baof zhenf
zhif tab ghuab yuaf nzend shab nzend bleud,
sheud bual uat shud, muax bix yaof guas
nenb ndas dos sheuf ged jait ged lil baod fuf;
Haik zos muax bix yaof ceub njet cuat lob
gox juab ged mol ged lol zax nzhis nit hiob
hlangd;
Haik zos Jinx hox gox cuat lob gox juab nit
renx minx nyaob houd linx hox gox xinf
zhangb id draod ntuad haik nil buab duef jib
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bend renx qinx, renx gex zunb yinx, nghet
uat nenx tab box yeus ndas dos dax zis nit
xinf ninf , nghel shab drout ros ceub uat
nyaob houd lob naf zif youx id, guas shef
huef njet drox mol tab nenb nit senb hox
shued pinx mol dout rongt;
Hiak zos cuat lob huef yinx gox dud zheuf
das yinf yif dros Jinx hox gox hox zox lol
ceub njet duef nenb ndas dos tab jib bend
zif youx, guas pud pinf shaib doul tab zhox
droud;
Hais zos duef dex ndas dos tab zif youx nad
nit pud pinf liaod gaid, duef yix dlangd faot
uat zos lob dud zheuf nad, muax hend lox
nit zhongf yaof xinf;
Suk nit bel shuab hais zos dex id, nil nad
naf huef fax buf rangx ndax deb nenb ndas
dos lol ntuad nad, jaox lol uat buad zil renx
minx tab buad zil gox juab drout ros mol uat
gaof zos nit gognf tongx biaob zhund, buab
vangf cuat lenx nenb tab
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shef huef jib gouf uat nax njot dout nyenf zos
rangx lol ntuad nad, shid ros suak khuab tab
khat lol ceub, guas shaib doul ndas dos tab zif
youx, suak gox juab tab gox jif ib drox ib drox
nit cof shib, guas dex ndas dos tab zif youx
nad, nyaob houd cuat lob huef yinx gox dex
renx minx id tab dex deb qeut guk nil zhux
ndox nit dex renx minx id, pud pinf, muax xiaof
god nit chenx renf dous zaox.
Tiaox ib
Cuat lenx cuat dol bongb deul ndax dex douf
muax zif youx, nyaob shout zunb yinx tab ndas
dos id, dax zis ib suk. Nil buab daf lol jaox
muax lid xinf hlub hout tab liangx xinb shab
nzhuk, yinf gaib keuk suk gud dix mol lol nit
jinb shenx lol shib daf shib hlad.
Tiaox aob
Cuat lenx cuat dol muax zib gex xangd sheuf
rangx lol ntuad nad shout jif nit cuat zhangd
ndas dos tab zif youx, zhit faib haid nenb,
nghaix deud, box yeus, lot haik, ged nzhes zit
haib, zhenf zhif hox zhed qix tab nuaf fuax, gox
jix las shik shef huef chux senb, zhax cod zax
nzhab, senb yos hox zhed qix tab shenb fenf,
dex nad zhit muax dlangb zhit qib bix;
Binf qid zhit dik yinb wef ib dol nenb sod shux
gox juab las shik lind tud zhenf zhif nit, xinx
zhenf nit hox zhed gox jif nit dif wef zhit tongx
muax qib bix, zhit guangd lob lind tud nad yaos
yol ndangt yol ged, keuk dout las zhux, zhit
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yaos zif zhif lind tud hox zhed nyaob jex las
dex ged ndrel id nit xinf zhif, dis dout xangd
sheuf rangx lol ntuad nad.
Tiaox beb
Cuat lenx cuat dol muax ndos xangd sheuf jax
shad, zif youx tab renx shenb angb qinx.
Tiaox bloub
Dol nenb dus zhit zhund keuk mol uat khed
hox zhed shid khed; Ib cix ged khed tab mual
khed muas khed nit xinx shif dis yinf gaib muab
zad dot ghangb dangt.
Tiaox zhib
Dol nenb dus zhit zhund drous naf ndouk naf
zhengd, las shik drous zhit yaos nenb uat nit,
cangx rend nit, zhit yaos ged nenb ged jax hox
zhed,qib nenb lux shab lux nzhuk nit hlad daf
las shik nbluat jait.
Tiaox drout
Cuat lenx cuat dol nyaob lob deb qeut dus dis
muax ndos lenl zos yos nyaob ndeuf ged jait
nit renx gex.
Tiaox xangt
Nyaob ndeuf ged jait lenx lenx dax zis, dol dol
dis muax ndos xangd sheuf ged jait nit dax zis
baod fuf, zhit sheuf dol dlab zhit dus shaib zhit
doul. Cuat lenx cuat dol muax ndos xangd
sheuf dax zis baod fuf, guas zhit drous wex
fangd rangx lol ntuad nad nit lab zhit shaib zhit
doul tab rel nzhuad zhangd shaib zhit doul nad
nit deut del haf drous.
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* Nyaob hnob 10, lob 12 hlit,
xongt 1948, dif 217 A (III) haof yix
yif tlout dluat.
Tiaox yif
Dol nenb dus huaf guk jait ndrel ndox hox zhed
ged jait keuk dout nil nit jib bend qinx lif drous
buad haf, nil muax ndos suak hox gex nit gox
juab blangs dot bloub duef zhangd buad haf
deut del nad lol uat gaof nzid gaof boux.
Tiaox juax
Dol nenb dus dis zhit zhund zhit muax ghangd
zhit muax hout drous ndel kit, nak geut las shik
leud zhaot mol dleb.
Tiaox gouf
Lenx lenx buad zil dax zis muax ndos keuk ib
lob yol ndangt yol ged, zhit ghaix zhit ghous nit
blangs dot bloub gongb zhenf, gongb kab
shend nongs, lol dot ndol nil nit ndas dos tab
yif vuf, binf qid pangf dinf duef nil tix deuf lol
bual lab zhit ged jait nit kongf gaof.
Tiaox gouf ib
(Ib) Zhos yuad drous bual jait kongf gaof nit
nenb, nyaob teuf guk zhit dout keuk bad jait yat
yuad nit ib cix baod zhenf gongb kab shend
pangf lol pinx ged jait zhenf shix muax zuef,
huaf nad nil muax ndos haik das zhit muax
zuef.
(Aob) Doi nenb dus nit dlangb zhit deut del hox
zhed zhit dout uat deut del, huaf guk nil uat,
pinx gox juab ged jait las shik gox jif ged jait dis
zhit dout uat zos bual jait, douf zhit zhund
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pangf das bual jait. Huaf guk nbluat jait zhit
zhund guas bual jait hnyangd tlout teuf uat bual
id ged jait nit gueb dinf.
Tiaox gouf aob
Dol nenb dus nil nit nenx nbos said, juab yis,
zhed nyaob tab drout mongt tiout sod zhit
zhund drous dlot drous rel, nil nit rongt nbet tab
dluab nbet zhit zhund drous buad zhuak. Lenx
lenx muax ndos xangd sheuf ged jait baod fuf,
guas caob drous zhangd dlot rel tab buad
zhuak nad.
Tiaox gouf beb
1. (lb) Cuat lenx cuat dol nyaob houd cuat lob gox juab id, muax ndos youx yol
zhid nyaob.
2. (Aob) Cuat lenx cut dol muax ndos njeuf renf hox ib lob gox juab mol, baob
guax nil lob gox juab id, nil las muax ndos draod ghangb lol nil lob gox juab id.
Tiaox gouf bloub
1. (lb) Cuat lenx cuat dol muax ndos nyaob bef lob gox juab ntrad dous qeut raik
tab xangd sheuf baod fuf, guas zhit drous ndous duat.
2. (Aob) Nyaob zhenb zhenf zhit yaos zhenf zhif xinf zuef xinx hox zhed bef
dreud linx hox gox zongb zhid tab yinx zex drous qid xuf nit qinx kuangf, zhit
zhund shid youngf zhangd ndas dos nad.

Tiaox gouf zhib
1. (lb) Cuat lenx cuat dol muax ndos xangd sheuf gox jix.
2. (Aob) Dol nenb dus nit gox jix zhit zhund suex shab chef trot, lal zhit zhund
zod zhes nil dleuk zat gox jix nit ndas dos.
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Tiaox gouf drout
1. (lb) Dad nenb nit dob ncaik box yeus, zhit drous haid nenb, gox jix hox zhed
ged nzhes zit haib nit ghuak teud, muax ndos uat nyangb yik box tab jax juab
nzhes yis. Nil buab nit chongb gol, nyaob lob jaix nyongs guk zuak chongb tab
huaf guk chongb gol dleuk dangt leuf id, yinf gaib muax dax zis nit ndas dos.
2. (Aob) Zhos muax das dob ncaik box yeus aob fangb youx shab tab buad zil
deb njoux, nit zhund uat chongb uat gol.
3. (Beb) Juab yis yaos ndox dros deb drous nit tab yaos jib bend nit shef huef
danb wef, yinf gaib dout shef huef tab gox juab nit baod fuf.
Tiaox gouf xangt
1. (lb) Cuat lenx cuat dol muax dab dol plut duad zhax cod nyax zax nit ndas dos,
lal muax dros las dex id uat git plut duad zax nzhab nit ndas dos.
2. (Aob) Dol nenb dus nit zhax cod nyax zax zhit zhund drous suex shab buad
buaf.
Tiaox gouf yif
Cuat lenx cuat dol muax sib xangd, liangx sinb
tab ged nzhes zit haib youx shab nit ndas dos.
Lob ndas dos nad baob guax dleuk zat nil nit
ged nzhes zit haib nit zif youx, lal muax dab dol
las shik buab beus, gongb kab las shif nbos
said suak jaof yif, shix qind, lid baif tab jait jaid
lol biaod shif nil nit ged nzhes zit haid nit zif
youx tab.
Tiaox gouf juax
Cuat lenx cuat dol muax ndos xangd sheuf
zhud zhangb tab fax biaod yif jinf nit zif youx;
Lob ndas dos nad baob guax jaox muax zhud
zhangb dangf shik zhit drous dlot rel nit zif
youx, tab tlout dluat lob shangb ghout dus tab
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zhit guangd lob gox gaif dus lol ntrad dous,
zuak zaik tab sangt songf mongt shuab tab sib
xangd nit zif youx.
Tiaox nenl ngouf
1. (lb) Cuat lenx cuat dol muax ndos xangd sheuf hox pinx jix huef tab jix shef nit
zif youx.
2. (Aob) Dol nenb dus zhit zhund drous nak mol drout lob tuangx tid dus.
Tiaox nenl ngouf ib
1. (lb) Cuat lenx cuat dol muax ndos zhix jix las shik tlout dluat youx yol said
zhangt nit daif biaod mol ndros kot lil bend gox.
2. (Aob) Cuat lenx cuat dol muax dax zis jib huef mol cangb juab bend gox bloub
nof nit ndas dos.
3. (Beb) Renx minx yif zhif yaos zhenf fud qinx lif nit ghangb das deut; Lob yif zhif
nad yinf gaib suak dinf jaix dinf nyongs tab zhenb zhenf nit said zhangt lol biaod
xinf, said zhangt yinf gaib buad pinx pud pinf tab dax zis nit toux piaof ndas dos,
keuk nbos nbet toux piaof las shik youx yol shab toux piaof nit zex cenf mol uat.
Tiaox nenl ngouf aob
Cuat dol nenb, uat shef huef nit ib lenx, muax
ndos xangd sheuf shef huef baod zhangf, hax
muax ndos xangd sheuf nil gef renx zunb yinx
tab renx gex zif youx hlob hlangd yat yuad nit
zax nzhab, shef huef, zox jit fangb minf cuat
zhangd ndas dos nit shix xinf, zhangd shix xinf
nad yaos yat tlout dluat gox juab drout ros tab
gox jif hox zox, binf qid yat pinx cuat lob gox
juab nit zud zhix tab zib yinx qinx kuangf.
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Tiaox nenl ngouf beb
1. (lb) Cuat lenx cuat dol muax ndos uat dlex nof, zif youx said ged nof, xangd
sheuf gongb zhenf tab hox shif nit gongb zox tiaox jinf, hax xangd sheuf nchait
yat bongb nof nit baod zhangf.
2. (Aob) Cuat lenx cuat dol muax tongx ros tongx nghet nit ndas dos, zhit drous
lab zhit shaib zhit doul.
3. (Beb) Cuat lenx uat dlex nof nit nenb, muax ndos xangd sheuf gongb zhenf tab
hox shif nit nghet ros, baod zhenf nil tab nil yis nenb id muax ib lob fuf hox nenb
nit zunb yinx nit senb hox tiaox yinf, huaf guk yuad drous id yat nzid bob qix tab
fangb shif nit shef huef baod zhangf.
4. (Bloub) Cuat lenx cuat dol muax wef guf buad nil nit rongt qeut lol zud zhix,
ndros tab gongb huef nit ndas dos.
Tiaox nenl ngouf bloub
Cuat lenx cuat dol muax xangd sheuf shot
shaob tab nof zheux nit ndas dos, baob guax
uat nof jaix nyongs muax ndros ged xinf zhif
tab dinf jaix muab nghet ros dout shot shaob
nit ndas dos.
Tiaox nenl ngouf zhib
1. (lb) Cuat lenx cuat dol muax ndos xangd sheuf wef guf buad nil tab nil yis nenb
id rongt ncend tab fux lif yat yuad nit senb hox shued zhund, baob guax ghongb
ghangd, dril chaot, zhed nyaob, kot maob tab bix yaof nit shef huef fux vuf;
Nyaob teuf guk nzhib drous bongb nof, muax maob uat ngenl, cangx fef, uat box
nangs nzhuas, loul ngongl id, las shik nyaob qix tab zhit nenx kongf zhif nit qinx
kuangf xaf bongb leuf uat nenx nit shad ros, huaf id muax ndos xangd sheuf
baod zhangf.
2. (Aob) Naf tab nyuas muax ndos xangd sheuf tex bix zhaof guf, ib cix nik nyuas,
zhit guangd yaos zid yos las shik yaos nyuas zhoub, dis yinf gaib xangd sheuf ib
yangf nit shef huef bacd zhangf.

365

Tiaox nenl ngonf drout
1. (lb) Cuat lenx cuat dol dis muax xangd sheuf khuab khat nit ndas dos, khuab
khat yinf dangb zhit yuad nyax zax, renf zheus nyaob ndot kheb drox id tab zuat
ghangb das deut id yinf gaib uat nad. Ndot kheb drox khuab khat id yinf gaib
yaos yif vuf xinf zhix. Jif shux tab ged nof khuab khat yinf gaid pinx chenx jix, dax
zis zhaot dlangd drout ib cix duab nens.
2. (Aob) Khuat khat nit mux dix yaos zhaot del hlob hlangd nenb nit gef xinf lol
juab qiangx duef nenb ndas dos tab jib bend zif youx nit zunb zhongf. Khuab khat
yinf gaib ceub njet cuat lob gox juab, cuat haid nenb las shik cuat jaod nbaox
buab beus id nit liaod gaid, rangf renl tab zax nzhis, binf qid yinf gaib ceub njet
linx hox gox guf buad hox pinx nit cuat lob box dongf.
3. (Beb) Naf zid duef dob ncaik yinf gaib sheuf zhangd khuab khat dus, muax sob
said sob trot nit ndas dos.
Tiaox neni ngouf xangt
1. (lb) Cuat lenx cuat dol muax ndos youx yol dros tab shef huef nit wenx huaf
hox dongf, xangd sheuf yif shux, muax ndos xangd sheuf kob xox jinf buf tab nil
daf lol nit fux lif.
2. (Aob) Cuat lenx cuat dol duef yaos nil uat deuf nit zhangd kob xox, wenx xox
dus hox zhed med shux zox pind daf lol jinb shenx nit tab vux zhix nit lif yix,
muax xangd sheuf baod fuf nit ndas dos.
Tiaox nenl ngouf yif
Cuat lenx cuat dol muax ndos yaob qoux ib
zhangd shef huef nit tab gox jif nit ghangb
houd, nyaob houd zhangd ghangb houd nad,
rangx lol ntuad nad jif muax nit ndas dos tab zif
youx kod yil uat zos mol leuf dlangd faot.
Tiaox nenl ngouf juax
1. (lb) Cuat lenx cuat dol duef shef huef ndangt muax yif vuf, yinb wef zhos yuad
nyaob houd shef huef id, nil nit gef xinf nit kod nenx dout youx yol shab tab zhaot
del npluad hlob hlangd.
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2. (Aob) Cuat lenx cuat dol huaf guk zaox shid nil nit ndas dos tab zif youx id,
zhos sheuf ged jait qox dinf nit xinf zhif, qox dinf zhangd xinf zhif nad nit wex yix
mux dix yaos baod zhenf duef las dex nenb id nit ndas dos tab zif youx, gaof mol
chenx renf tab zunb zhongf, binf qid nyaob houd ib lob minx zhud nit shef huef id,
shix yinf daof def, gongb gongf cif xif tab pud pinf fux ]if nit zhenf dangf xib yaof.
3. (Beb) Zaox dous shid yongf dex ndas dos tab zif youx nad, zhit guangd nyaob
zhangd qinx kuangf dus, dis zhit zhund bef dreud linx hox gox nit zongb zhid tab
yinx zex.
Tiaox beb jouf
Rangx lol ntuad nad nit renf hox tiaox venx,
zhit zhund caik uat uat dab yus deb njoux dout
renf hox ib lob gox juab, renf hox nbaox buab
beus las shik renf hox ib dol nenb muax ndos
uat renf hox yat zhof uat bual rangx lol ntuad
nad jif muax nit rent hox ndas dos tab zif youx
nit hox dongf hox zhed deut del.
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APPENDIX C
Most Requested Languages for Translation in Queensland, Australia

Source: Queensland Government New and Emerging Communities
(2000:27)
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