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SOME WORDS 

This brochure is prepared by the Minnesota Indochinese Resettlement Office, 
Department of Public Welfare, as a guide for U.S. personnel and sponsors who are 
involved in the Indochinese Ref11gee Assistance Program in the State of Minnesota. 
It comprises of the following parts: 

1. A COMPARISON OF CULTURAL DIFFERENCES 

2. COUNTRIES IN INDOCHINA 

3. INDOCHINESE SELF-HELP GROUPS IN MINNESOTA 

The articles in the brochure were written and/ or compiled· from different documents, 
statements, reports, study materials and facts which show the Indochinese history 
and culture and the cultural problems they have in their new life in America., We 
believe that this brochure is helpful and informative to those of you who are 
working or will work with refugees im the future. 

Your suggestions or ideas to make this cultural guidebook more informative 
will be greatly appreciated. For more information, call the Minnesota Indochinese 
Resettlement Office at 612-296-8140 during working hours Monday thru Friday. 

Jack Le Van Sach 
Information Officer 

NOTE. This booklet is free. If you need it or have a friend or co-worker who 
need it, please fill out the following slip and send it to the: 

Minnesota Indochinese Resettlement Office 
Department of Public Welfare 
Centennial Office Building, 4th Floor 
St. Paul, Minnesota 55155 

~------ ·------- F---- ~---------;.. 

Please send me a copy of CULTURAL GUIDEBOOK 
My address is ••••••• ,. ................... City .............. State ............. Z·ip ........ . 

Date • .••..••...••••.•••••. 
Signature . ... ~ .... · · • · · · · · ........... · ....... . 
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America is the home of immigrants who came from different countries of the 
world. Your ancestors, your parents or you may be an immigrant. You are a sponsor, 
an employer, a friend ••. of an immigrant refugee from Indochina. What do you need 
to know to cope on day-to-day basis with this person who may be different than 
you in attitudes, opinions and behavior? What does he need to know to get him 
through the difficulties of an American day? 

The following discussion of a number of cultural differences will hopefully 
help you solve any problems that arise while working with the Indochinese refugees. 

-~- ..,/'""'--. --

., 

The Indochinese prize politeness before progress; therefore, this is the 
only way to proceed, despite temporary frustrations: you are a Westerner he does 
not expect you to conform to his customs. H~ will be much more tolerant of your 
lapses in etiquet~e~~than he would be with a feliow Indochinese steeped in 
customs and traditions of Indochinese. The proper ilnderstanding of Indochinese 
custons and traditions can save endless hours spent talking to people too polite 
to disagree openly and who seem to respond to any suggestion one makes. Indochinese 
shyness, and reluctance to be a "bother", mainly among the women, will make him 
refuse help even though he really wants and needs it. He may be afraid to ask 
questions, even about important matters such as education for his children, or 
for him. A letter to his sponsor, case worker, or employer - written by him, or 

·if his English is not good enough, by someone else - may be the easiest way to 
express himself. 

YES AND NO. If you ask an Indochinese "Do you want to go?". He will answer 
"Yes". Yes here means both negative and affirmative .. In Indochina~-_:,the word "Yes" 
is a symbol of politeness. Every reply usually starts with "Yes" although somtimes 
it is a negative answer. "Yes, I don't want to go" or "Yes, I want to go". Make 
sure you can see the difference in each case. 

VISITING. The Indochinese live in a society where every one feels very close 
to one another. They can visit their friends or neighbors at any time even without 
notice. Here, you always visit people with a notice or a telephone call. Many 
Indochinese make this mistake during their first year in America. Some of them 
stop by their sponsors' houses even at dinner time without calling them first. 
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NAMES. Indochinese are usually called by rank of birth: the eldest child 
is the "First" (Anh Ca), and so on. Their given names are always the last ones. 
This is the name you should call. Vietnamese names are written in a different 
order, and this may cause confusion in the American computerized world. In Viet
nam, the name is written in this order: Nguyen Viet Nam -- He is called Mr. Nam. 
His friend call him Nam. But, they never call him Mr. Nguyen or Nguyen. 

The wife's name may be different because she usually does not take her hus
band's name. For example, Mr. Nguyen Viet Nam's wife is Nguyen thi Hong -- she 
is called Hong. On her wedding certificate, she is still Nguyen thi Hong. The 
childrenusually but not always, take their father's name. The middle name Van 
indicates that the bearer is a male, and Thi indicates a female. Vietnames_e_ 
from the central part of Vietnam usually have two-word name, such as Le Loi. 

Most of the Vietnamese refugees in the United States have their original 
names on their identification card, such as the I-94 Certificate (issued by 
Immigration & Naturalization Service). On their Social Security Card, their names 
are usually written in the American name system. Cambodians- and Laotians use 
this same order, but they usually do not have a middle name. The Laotians have 
long names. Example: Bouphasavanh Nhatsavang. 

MINNESOTA CLIMATE. With Minnesota's weather of 10 to 20 degrees below zero 
in the Winter, most Indochinese are in trouble. res, it is very difficult for 
a refugee who settle in this state, mainly the older people who used to live almost 
all their life in warm weather (80 degrees or above) in their homeland. Your 
Indochinese family may choose to live in Minnesota because of a job opportunity,· 
but he fears and dreads the first winter. Try to help them to acquire proper 
clothing and -teach them to dress for the weather. 

BANKS & CREDIT. Indochinese are afraid of debt, whereas Americans see it 
as a way to afford comforts in their every day life. Most Indochinese usually 
buy cars and other items with cash. They pay for the entire amount at one time. 
This has surprised a number of American merchants. Credit cards and charge accounts 
can be an American tragedy. Caution your Indochinese so that it does not become 
his, especially when it is close to their New Year time. Unlike American people, 
the Indochinese rarely traveled for vacation, nor did they often go to the restaurant 
during the weekend, nor did they pu!e:!hase expensive seasonal recreation equipment. 
Most of the mrking Indochinese families saved money in this accounts. It is 
likely they work more than they relax in the United States. 

RELIGIOUS BELIEFS. The largest religion in Indochina is Buddhism. Almost 80% 
of the population of Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos are Buddhists. The main place 
of worship in this religion is a pagoda. Catholicism is the second largest and 
a very influential religion in Vietnam. The lack of Buddhist pagodas in the 
United States is a problem for refugees. A number of them have followed their 
American sponsors to churches on Sunday. This has made them comfortable by the 
fact that they have a religion to worship despite the discrepancies,between 
Buddhism and Catholicism. As a result, after two years, a number of Indochinese 
have become Christians unexpectedly. 

HEALTH. Ordinarily, when a member of an Indochinese family is ill, his/her 
dependents rarely send for a doctor, except in a serious illness or emergency. 
Illnesses like flu, headache, pink eye, fever, depresssion and the~like are 
usually treated at home. For instance, when a child has a cold or flu, the parents 
implement the traditional massage method using a piece of round metal or a coin 
to scratch the back of the child. They believe this will relieve the cold and 

.. 
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cold or flu, the parents implement the traditional massage method using a 
piece of round metal or a coin to scratch the back of the sick child 

believe this will relieve the cold and help the child regain his/her 
normal health. In fact, this was somewhat helpful in most cases of the cold 
or flu It was not effective against fever, tuberculosis, malaria and 
depression. A way of treating headaches is to use fingers and pinch the 
forehead many times, thus leaving black and blue marks on it This method 
is believed to kill the headache immediately by picking the pain out of 
the head through the pinching. A way to cure pink eye is to use salt and mix 
it in a cup of hot water and wash the eye several times a day. Malaria, 
tuberculosis typhoid fever usually begin with a high temperature, headache, 
insomnia and loss of appetite. The aforementioned methods of self-treatment 
against common diseases were popular in Vietnam because it saved both time 
and money also it was likely due to the condition of a war-torn country 
where financial crisis existed. 

"When in Rome, do as the Romans do", is an old proverb. During the 
first year that the Indochinese refugees were in the United States, things 
were very complicate<l for them, mostly due to cultural misunderstandings and 
unfamiliar and different life styles in this country. Many times schools 
found Indochinese children to have bruises on their foreheads and backs, due 
t6 the result of the aforementioned method of self-treatment against cold 
and flu. This astonished their friends and teachers In many cases, the 
child was suspected to have been abused or beaten. These misunderstandings 
are really cultural problems encountered by the Indochinese. 

LANGUAGES.- Vietnamese use the Roman alphabet in spelling, but Cambodians 
and Laotians write in characters like the Chinese. The tribal Hmongs do not 
have a written language. French is commonly spoken by learned Indochinese 
professionals such as doctors, lawyers, engineers, teachers and other pro
fessionals. The main problem of most Indochinese is that he/she cannot 
yet fully express himself in English. Most of the males do speak and write 
English, but the older people and the women usually encounter this language 
barrier. Many efforts have been made to provide training in English either 
on a part-time or full-time basis. This will ease their transition into a 
new culture and pave the way for employment. While the refugees use their 
ability to learn English, a number of American sponsors and resettlement 
workers register for Vietnamese classes. They hope this study of the Indo
chinese languages and cultures will facilitate them in their role with the 
refugees. 

FAMILY LIFE.- In normal circumstances, the Indochinese see their family as 
the most important thing, their first loyalty before their allegiance to religion. 
The family is a unit which ties their religious, social, economic and political 
activities together. The American people have health insurance, unemployment 
benefits, social security, welfare, orphanages, nursing homes and psychiatrists. 
The Indochinese have their family. In Vietnam, it is an "extended family" 
three generations in depth: the senior couple, married sons with wives and 
children and the unmarried children. In the Cambodian family, both sons and 
daughters leave the household when they marry, so the average household is 
five members. There can be a "lesser" (immediate) family and a "greater" 
family including cousins, great aunts and so on. The family consists not 
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only of the living, but of the spirits of the dead as well as those who 
have not yet been born. Here in America, when the children are around 
twenty years of age, they move out and live separately. When the parents 
are around sixty the children talk about taking their parents to a. nursing 
home because nobody can take care of them. It is the Indochinese custom 
that children live together with their parents as long as they can. When 
parents are old, the children will take care of them in turn. There were 
almost no nursing homes in Indochinese countries. The government took 
care of those old people who have no children and who cannot take care of 
themselves. 

LOVE.- Indochinese children often marry young, mainly those in the 
countrysides. At 16 to 17 years of age, an Indochinese boy may marry a 
girl in his village. Children of wealthy families usually marry later 
because they go to school. Farmers' children have less chance to go to 
college. Divorce was very rare but polygamy was usually tolerated in 
some cases as long as the husband could afford it. Indochinese do not 
kiss in public or as a form of greeting, as some Americans do. 

DRESS.- There were various ways of dressing in Vietnam, Cambodia and 
Laos; all these countries followed their own traditional fashion of dressing. 
European style dressing came to Indochina in early 18th century and was very 
attractive to the learned people and the high social class. During national 
holidays, the Indochinese, from private citizens to government officials, 
prefer to wear their traditional clothes. 

PHILOSOPHY OF LIFE.- Every person who was born in Indochina believes that 
every man has a destiny. One comes to this life with certain credits and 
debits from the last. These dictate one's position and level in this life; each 
person is responsible for his own actions in this life which will establish 
his status in the next (The Indochinese believe in reincarnation). Since 
"bad luck" is a necessary payment for past bad actions, Indochinese do not 
seem to feel much personal responsibility for others~ This suggests the reason 
for the traditional lack of interest is social service. Fortunately, American 
sponsors and social workers in this country do not feel this way. 

JOBS.- Manual labor is considered beneath the dignity of refined people. 
You •might explain that is not true in America, and some Americans even enjoy it, 
because they have less responsibility and they can sleep soundly at night. Em
ployee-employer relations is a vast potential for hurt feelingse In Vietnam, 
the employer is more the "patron" in the French sense - the protector and the 
guardian, if the employee is ill, he continues to provide assistance; if he 
terminates the employment he provides at least one month's salary. So, in a 
sense, the employee does have insurance. American employers are different. 
They try to be helpful and straight but they also want their employees to 
have insurance on their own. 

PERSONAL DIGNITY.- In the traditionally patriarchal society of Indochina 
great respect is given to men, especially to older men. A trapitional Indo
chinese woman must obey first,her father (before marriage); second, her husband; 
third, her oldest son, if she is a widow. Indochinese women are noted for their 
gentleness and for deferring to men. They respect older persons and serve their 
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husbands to the maximum. But they should not be underestimated. They frequently 
control these men the home and the economic power of their community. Politics, 
which is usually~~~~~~.~ as mens domain, is often strongly influenced by 
women though they often work thru men. But the men are always the head of the 
household. He usually decides in important matters. An observer said: "If 
a woman is traditional, she is very much so even while retaining traditional ways, 
she may be very independent, especially the Vietnam woman. Vietnam has a his
tory of almost constant war, the women have become accustomed to being alone, 
perhaps taking over the family business and the household while the men are in 
the military. 

SOME CULTURAL POINTS RELATED TO EMPLOYMENT AND TRAINING. 

In Indochina, the concept of vocational training was different. There were 
almost no schools to teach technical classes to young people who want a technical 
career. For instance, no carpenter, plumber, barber or mechanic was required 
to have a basic diploma from a certain vocational training institute to be able 
to find a job. Most of the Indochinese technical personnel learned their career 
by doing. An employer with a need usually found someone who had been in the job. 
Most of the Indochinese technical personnel learned their career by doing. An 
employer with a need usually found someone who had been in the job for a long 
time, or a person with experience. Vocational schools existed in these countries 
only in the last ten years. 

There were some private vocational tr~ining schools in Indochina, chiefly 
in Vietnam but they simply taught mechanic, drafting and design, the most needed 
techniques. Most of the higher level technical personnel such as engineer and 
government cadre, had to attend higher technical institutes (equivalent to 
a university). In most countries in Indochina, the government fixed a limit of 
55 years of age for retirement. All personnel must retire at 55 years of age. 
But, an extension of service may be given in case a need can be proven by the 
supervisor. 

Vocational institutes (higher level) usually does not receive students 
who are older than 45 years of age. ·Male students outnumbered female students. 
These institutes are government-ruled agencies which exclusively trained people 
for government's needs. Since there was no computerized job code in the Indo
chinese labor system, all technical personnel often received wages thru different 
pay rates, usually according to their skills and length of service. Usually, 
a term of apprenticeship was set to determine whether or not the new employee is 
able to handle the job. An employer who hired a mechanic, or a carpenter, 
never asked to see his/her diploma, but he asked how long the person has been 
in this job, and how did he/she learn it. As it was mentioned above, only 
higher technical personnel must have a diploma from the university or superior 
technical vocational training schools to be able to apply for a job. 

Retraining was very rare in Indochina, so was in-service training. The 
Indochinese technicians, once they had been on their job for a long time, acquired 
experience and they were considered well trained thru practice. Apparently, 
techniques in Indochinese countries were more practical than fundamental. 
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In upgrading employment for Indochinese, two major problems have been 

identified: 

a. Most of Indochinese do not have technical skills because they (the 

males) were either military personnel or they did not have a chance to 

learn techniques in a vocational school in their home country. The majority 

of Indochinese heads of household who want a vocational career fall in the 

above category. They are males and range from 21 to 38 years of age. 

b. The second problem is the language barrier. Most of the heads 

of household do speak and write English in a very limited degree. They 

need more English skills to be able to participate .in technical classes, 

particularly in the technical terminology. Job-related or pre-vocational 

'English is a need for them. 

/ 

l 
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(VIETNAMESE NEW YEAR) 

TET, the Feast of the First Morning, is traditionally the most important and 
-- picturesque. Vietnamese holiday. The celebration begins on the first day of 
·tne first month of the lunar year and continues for three days. The Vietnamese 
p~ople welcome their New Year and the birth of Sp~ing and the promise of the 
future by honoring the gifts of heaven and earth. 

For the Vietnamese who live abroad, TET remains a feast of the sounds, perfumes, 
and color in their memory.- In Vietnam, the warmest and liveliest colors are 
displayed in shop windows, homes, and in the new clothes made for the occasion: 
blood red banners, creamy-white chrysanthemums, saffron yellow tangerines, bright 
green juicy grapefruits, vivid orange slices of watermelon, garnet red roasted 
pigs, and the gay multicolored robes of the women..: Accompanying the profusion 
of colors, are the sounds of sweet music and the noise of firecrackers, as well 
as aromas varying from the perfume of flowers to the pungent odor of incense. 
All combine to reveal the splendor of nature and the intense joy of living. 

TET is a time for giving. It is also a time for paying off all debts, correcting 
all faults, forgetting past.mistakes, forgiving others and no longer having 
enemies. All Vietnamese want to pay off their debts before the end of the Lunar 
Year as it is bad luck to owe money during TET. Employers give their employees 
bonuses. Friends give gifts to each other. Parents give money and gifts-··to -
their children. All the busy activities involved in preparing for TET stop at 
noon on the day preceding the beginning of the holiday and everyone heads for 
home. Religiously, TET is an event for praying and recalling deceased loved ones. 
On TET's eve, in a special ceremony, a sacrifice is ·offered to the deceased 
relatives, and their souls are invited to come back for a few days and share 
the festivites with the living members of the f~mily. Vietnamese Buddhists go 
to pagodas and Christians go to churches for worship on TET days .. 

In most of the Vietnamese families, at midnight on __ NEW YEAR's eve, a ceremony 
is held in which a sacrifice for the spirits and the ancestors are made. At 
exactly midnight, the firecrackers welcome in the New Year. People listen for 
the first cry of an animal. 
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The next-morning the family dresses in their new clothes. Dishes of 
special food such as watermelon, mandarins, bananas, Banh Chung and 
Banh tet*, are placed on the altaro Everyone offers each other New 
Year wishes, and the children are given lucky red packets of money to· 
buy toys, candies, firecrackers, and to play the six-beast game for 

-luck. Great importance is attached to the first visitor. -He/she is 
believed to influence the happiness, well-being, and prosperity of the 
family during the whole year. As the Vietnamese do not leave anything 
to chance, they often invite their first guest for the occasion. 
Gambling is also a popuiar game among the Vietnamese to challenge luck 

· for their :'New Year. The Dragon Show takes place in every town and city 
of Vietnam. 
On the third day of TET, the Vietnamese believe that their ancestors 
return to their heave~ly abode .. The stores and markets begin to re-open 
and life returns to Its normalcy .. In the old time, TET lasted as iong as 
ten days. 

*BANH-CHUNG; BANH TET,· are.made of glutinous rice (resembling white 
dough, soft ·and sticky).· Banh ·Chl.D'lg is square and Banh Tet is round and 
long in· shape. They are wrapped ·ln banana lea'!es and tied 1'.'ith lacings 
of fl-exible bamboo slivers.. The- interior contains a lovely filling of 
·bean paste with --small jewels of pork lean and bacon. · This amply seasoned 
filling is pressed between layers of glutinous rice .. Both Banh Chung and 
Banh Tet are traditlonal cak•s for TET .. 

' 
. · . ;..,.__,.- · __ Sh mi effort to maintain their customs, culture and traditions, all 
the: tao -CoDID\Dlity :Groups in Minnesota, -such as the ·Hmong Association, Inc .. , 
and 'the Lao Association pf Mutual Assistance have joined together sharing funds 
to"celebrate:the Lao llew Year -(PI MAI) .. In the month of April, both Laotians and 
Callbodiails celebrate the beginning of a new year., The first day of the year will 
fall on April 1.3th of the western calendar, but instead of being 1978, it will be 
2522 according 1:o~the Buddhist Calendar. 

-According -to .a Mahayana Buddhist legend, on a certain Ntew r,ear' s day, 
.ages ago, Buddha called all the animals of the world to him. He p:romised that those 
who came to pay him homage would receive a gift for their l.oyalty. A year would -
J,e named for them. ·Twelve animals came, and they came in this order: mouse, 
ox, tiger,, rabbit, .dragon, snake, horse, ram, monkey, cock, dog·, and wild boar. These 
12 Eke up the Oriental Zodiac .. 

In our homeland (Laos) the 
celebrated for three of four days. 
go on _for a .longer period of time. 
thr-oughout the country. 

new year is called Pi Mai. It is usually 
In some regions of the country celebrations 
The following practices are generally observed 

On the last day of the.old year, each house is beautifully decorated,.so 
1 

.. to banish evil -spirits and disasters. : Lao boys and girls gather together to 
pick flowers ·· to decorate the houses~ they walk, sing songs, and exchange· love 
poems.. The -girls return home -in the evening to prepare the perfumed water essential 
to the Mew Year celebration. 

Perfumed water is used as a symbol of love and good will and is sprinkled 
1iberally on all visitors during the New Year. On New Year's Day, most of _the 
people go to the pagoda. Food and small offerings are taken to the monks, who are 
asked to chant prayers for the souls of ancestors. Then everyone, young and Qld, alike, 
make small stupas (buddhist shrines) out of sand that they have carried to the 
pagoda grounds. Every grain of the sand is believed to wash away a sin and cause 
a wish to be fulfilled. The stupas are topped with paper flags, and their builders 
pray to the new deity to grant them the favor of a long life, of days filled with 
happiness, and of wealth as numerous as the. grains of sand. 

T 
i 



- 11 -

In Vietnam, the holidays and festivals are based on the Lunar Calendar 
in which the months are regulated by the moon .. Therefore, the dates of 
the Vietnamese holida~s may come on a different date each year. 

The Lunar Calendar has 12 months of 29 or 
30 days and there are 355 days in a year. 
Approximately every 4 years, an extra 
month is added, (this corresponds to the 
leap year of the Gregorian Calendar) so 
that all calendar years will begin during 
the specified period. The 15th of the month 
always coincides with a full moon. In their 
everyday life, the Vietnamese use the Gregorian 
Calendar .. 

In the Lunar Calendar, years are named after a 
12-animal zodiac. The horse is the 7th in 
the zodiac which begins with the Mbuse and is ~ · 
followed by the Water Buffalo~ Tiger, Cat, 

Dragon, Snake, Horse, Goat, Monkey, Rooster, Dog, and 
Pig .. For instance, 1977 was the Year of the Snake and 
1978, the Year of the Horse .. This follows down the line 
each year. The year of the Snake will not return for a 
period of 12 years .. Personal decisions, such as the most· 

. auspicious hour and day for a wedding, funeral, opening of a~ 
bus1ness, etc .. , are largely tied in with this Lunar Calendar. _ ~: 

A BUDDHIST WORSHIP IN FRONT OF THE FAJm.;y 
ANCESTRAL ALTAR 

CHRISTMAS CELEBRATION IN INDOCHINA 

In South Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos, Christmas was usually 
celebrated by the Westerners who lived thEre. But, during the iast 
two decades the Indochinese people also celebrated Christmas as 
much as theirweStern friends did. The Indochinese consider Christ
mas as a great holiday, second to their traditional lunar-year 
TET holidays,. 

During the recent war, tee Vietnamese kept celebrating Christmas 
joyfully. During the las_t few years,, Christmas was a peaceful day; 
the two parties involved in the war implemented and observed a 
24-hour truce throughout Vietnam on Christmas Day. In towns and 
cities people went shopping for food, gifts and clothes in crowded 
stores downtown to.prepare for their Noel celebrations. Toys, gifts, 
and other luxuries were displayed on sale along the pavements in downtown 
Saigon. 
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On Christmas Eve,_people rushed to church to attend Midnight Mass. Both 
Christians and Buddhists go to church on Christmas night. The Catholic people 
observed Christmas as one of the major religious holidays during the year. In 
every Catholic home and church, there is a Christmas tree and a creche. The 
Vietnamese people often send their greeting cards and gifts to their friends and 
relatives on Christmas. 

Traditionally, after Mass they go home to eat their midnight supper 
called "Reveillons", a French word meaning "Rise up", spoken to the shepherd 
by the angels. Most of the Vietnamese people, rich or poor, would celebrate 
Christmas; but the rich people often opened parties and banquets to extend 
hospitality to their friends who came to eat, drink and dance. A typical 
Christmas dinner menu includes roasted turkey and chicken, salad with French 
dressing, red wine, Ch~istmas cake, French croissant, grapes and apples. In 
the countryside, the farmers rarely celebrated Christmas. In the field, since 
gunfire stopped temporarily, the troops could celebrate Christmas right there. 
A Midnight Mass was usually organized in the open air in each outpost The 
troops' favorite foods for Christmas were farm ducks, chickens, canned meat 
and the traditional white wine called the "Ba-xi-de". 

In Vietnam, Christmas is a great holiday for children, .also. The 
children are given toys and other gifts by their parents and friends on 
Christmas Day. The name of Santa Claus is familiar among the Vietnamese 
children. Schools, public services and other activities are closed during the 
day. 

THE CAMBODIAN NEW YEAR (CHOL CHHNAM) 

The Cambodian New Year usually comes in April. According to the old 
Khmer customs, Chol Chhnam is the most important and formal holiday of the 
year. Everyone, from-young to old, celebrates this New Year very solemnly. 

In Cambodia, during the New Year season, ·all Cambodians have a three 
day·holiday. Some days before this holiday comes, all Cambodians clean 
their houses, furniture and their altars. Most of the houses in the city 
area were decorated with electric lamps or candle lights, and natural and 
artificial flowers. They also clean the yard around their houses. Food is 
made in great quantity for friends and relatives who come to visit the family 
during the holiday. On the Chol Chhnam days, they all wear new clothes with 
different colors. A great number of them go to pagodas in their community. 

Nevertheless, only older people go to pagodas to pray for their happiness 
and well-being or to iisten to prayer. Young people go to pagodas to enjoy 
the popular games and other traditional dances and singing. Throughout the 
country during the New Year season, in every village or pagoda or tribe, in 
every hamlet,.one can hear songs, music and happy cries. After the 3-day 
holiday is over, many people continue to enjoy celebrating, but only at 
night, as many work during the day. The night popular games can last from one 
month to longer. 

., 
J 
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1) Origin. 
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VIETNAM 

The Vietnamese originated from a Branch of the "Bach Viet" race whose 
domain was the ffThien San" Mountain chain in the Northern part of the Himalaya. 
They migrated into South East Asia and formed a country, while many others still 
lived as nomadic shepherds. 

2) The Settlement. 

According to Mythology, the Hong Bang dynasty with 18 successors (Hung 
Vuong) named the country Van Lang - the boundaries of which covered the area 
of Southern China and the Hong Ha River Delta (2,879 B.C.). Up to the present 
day, Vietnam has been settled for 4,854 years. Historically more than 1,000 
years dominated.by the Chinese and one century colonized by the French, the 
Vietnamese have struggled and, despite tremendous difficulties, found it possible 
to maintain their own origin and cultural herit~ge. 

3) Population. 

According to the most recent demographic data, Vietnam has the following 
population: · 

North Vietnam: 27 Million 
South Vietnam: 23 Million 

Total: 50 Million 

4) Terrain. 

In the North, there are 61,294 square miles and 65,987 square miles in the 
South. The whole Vietnam is shaped in the form of an S letter. 

5) Religion. 

The country is influenced by Buddhism. About 80% of ·the.Vietnamese are 
Buddhists and venerate their ancestors. Other religions such as Roman Catholic, 
Protestants, Conficiusims, Mosle, Caodaism, Hoahaoism, B'ahai, etc ••.• , are 
highly respected. 

_6) Social Institutions. 

The village: a highly organized institution. There was a popular proverb 
"The King's order stops at the-village's gate". 

The village forms the social and political background _of the peopl~. Within 
the framework of the village, _the inhabitants are also bounded together in an 
intricate nl3tw:9rk of private society. In this fundamental unit, the learned 
men and the notable villagers have always been highly esteemed. Administratively, 
the village is in the jurisdiction of the district and the province. Politically, 
it is more independent. The villagers elect their village chief and his staff 
to lead the village. Under late President Diem's regime, the village and the hamlet 
were viewed as the most important infrastructure of the .Republic of Vietnam in 
terms of local administration. 
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7) Economic. 

Vietnam is rich in natural resources but lacks modern technology to 
develop those resources: mines, petroleum, rubber plantation, etc •.• 80% of 
the national production is agriculture and light handicraft. 

II- Cultural highlights. 

1) Languages. 

Except for the few dialects of different ethnic groups and regional 
differences in intonation and pronunciation, the Vietnamese language is 
uniform. Even though it is only classified as 24th among popular languages 
in the world, and the 15th one among those countries that have their own 
languages, the Vietnamese language is very rich and descriptive. Before the 
11th century, Vietnamese written language bore the stamps of Central Asian 
language which was employed as the "Scholar Script". According to Philologists -
Chinese, Tibetan, Korean, Mongolian, Manchourian, Japanese and Vietnamese, 
share the same original written language, classified as the Austro-Asiatic 
group. 

Since the 11th century, the Vietnamese written language has been different 
from her neighboring countries. It is called "Chu Norn". At the end of the 
16th century, Catholic Missionaries succeeded in converting the old Vietnamese 
written system into a Romanized version which rapidly achieved popularity 
throughout the country and became the present national written language of 
Vietnam (Quoc Ngu) today. 

2) Traditions. 

The Vietnamese ·people still maintain their own original traditions and 
heritage of culture, in arts, in Philosophy, many of the traditional concepts 
have been brought up into the way of life and moral obligation of a human 
being such as: 

- The obligation between parents and children 
- The moral life between husband and wife 

The sense of responsibility of the King and his People. 
The justice of self-dignity. 

Located in an area geographically exposed to constant threat of foreign 
domination, the Vietnamese preserved their own culture thru literature, folk
lore and in common household crafts. 

Over the centuries, Vietnamese philosophy was absorbed by the most ignorant 
peasant by verbal means ••. Minstrels retraced songs, the history of the nation, 
poetry with profound thoughts and feelings. The extreme prosperity of 
Vietnamese Folk Poetry corresponds to the essentially musical tone of the 
spoken language: each word has many tones, each tone gives the word a 
different meaning. The language, thus, provides a harmonious expression 
for poetical ideas and imagination .•• there was a saying that "All Vietnamese 
culture could be found in one single poem, the "KIM VAN KIEU" which is 
considered the National poem. 
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The Vietnamese were not great builders like the Khmer of neighboring Cambodia 
who constructed the Ankor-Wat Temple or like the Egyptians, who built the Pyramids. 

Vietnamese's heritage cannot be found in material things, but spiritual. 
The concept of Visual Arts in Vietnam is based on the saying "Agriculture 

should not constitute a s~ruggle against nature - but must instead be, in common 
wi_th her ••• ". 

Vietnamese culture does not reflect ostentation for pride of adventure of 
glory - but moderation and simplicity - stemming .from a profound sense of.humility 
and consciousness of human destiny, whose material works fade, whose only 
grandeur resides in the spirit of man. In that spirit, the Vietnamese have 
preserved their culture iritact over centuries, ceaselessly fighting against the 
Chinese. They have defeated the best army of Mongols three times, while 
others fall •••• 

The Vietnamese (with the exception of Vietnamese Communists) believe, like 
the American - in God, in Justice and in Humanity .•• 



The following article was -written by Mr. Soukhan Kouth Catholic Charities of 
Metro Area. 

THE KINGDOM OF CAMBODIA 

The Kingdom of Cambodia is one of the smaller nations in Southeast Asia. 
Geographically, in the East, North and West, Cambodia is bordered by South 
Vietnam, Laos and Thailand; in the South it is bordered by the Gulf of Siam. 
Its boundaries represent all that remains from the former land of Cham who 
became a larger Khmer Empire of today. For centuries, Cambodia has been a 
monarchy, with the King, the top of the power. The actual power of the sovereign 
was interrupted for almost 100 years during the French domination (1863-1953), 
but during that period the people of Cambodia always considered their king as 
their temporal and spiritual leader. 

Cambodia has 66, 000 square miles, approximately the size of Washington 
State. The seasonal alternation of winds called monsoons determines both the 
rainfall and temperature throughout the country during the year. The Southwest 
or rainy monsoon which reaches Cambodia in May and lasts until October, brings 
heavy rainfall throughout the country. The North:w:eatordry monsoon blows in 
from October to April and brings the dry season. The normal temperature is 
80 degrees F. 

About half of the country is filled with forests and woods and, of the 
24,000 square miles of arable land, only one third is under cultivation. Near the 
center of the country is the Tonle Sap, the largest fresh-water lake in Southeast 
Asia; the Mekong River traverses through Cambodia from North to South. The 
central portion in the plainland where most people live. There are rivers and 
tributaries in this area. Mountain ranges exist in the East, Northeast and 
Southwest of the country. 

Cambodia has a population of 6 millions. The numerically dominant ethnic 
group in the Khmer with 85 percent of the total population. Chinese and Viet
namese each group takes 7 percent, and the remaining 8 percent includes the 
Khmer Loeu tribal groups, Cam-Malays, Thai, Laotians and Filipinos. 

Khmer is the national language, spoken by over 90 percent of the population 
but French is the accepted language in the intellectual and professional circles. 
Most of the secondary and post-secondary education programs were conducted in 
French. Members of the various minority groups speak theirr·•natdive: ,la~gaAge ., hmt:m ,:-": 
they can speak Khmer as weeL The Khmer Loeu Tribal _groups speak a n·umber of 
languages, some of them were distantly related to Khmer, although they are not 
mutually intelligible. 

Religion in Cambodia, however, is very important. The Theravada Buddhism is 
the official national religion and is practiced by at least 85 percent of the 
population. Other religions such as Moslems, Mahayana.Buddiists or Roman Catholic 
were also practiced by different small groups of people. The Khmer Loeu practices 
a variety of anifuist beliefs. 

The Economy of Cambodia is agrarian with rice, a popular product of Ciimbodia .• 
Agriculture is the mainstay of the economy and employes 4/5 of the male population. 
The soils are fertile and the climate is well suited to intensive growing of crops, 
vegetables and fruits. The harvest is used mainly for rural household subsistance. 
Rice and corn surpluses are exported, and rubber is grown on large state-owned 
plantations, also for export. Industry is small in scale with considerable state 
participation. Idustry is confined largely to the processing of agriculture products 
particularly rice, fish and rubber and making a few consumer items. 
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Private education and government-measure education were'enthusiastically 
e:.:dorsed by the public in elementary schools, high.schools, vocational training 
institutes, junior colleges and universities. ::Education in Cambodia is generally 
based upon the French classical system. · 

Those Western tourists who have visited Cambodia., would have referred to this 
country as 11 the country of pagoda ~tyle 11 , or 11 the Ancient Rome Orient". 
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The follmtl.ng article was written by Ers. Tipmvan Truong Quang Reed, Illinois 
Office of Education, and Tou Fu Vang of Governor• s Center fc" Asian Assistance, 
Chicago, Illinois. 

THE IAOI1IANS AND THE HMONGS --·-·---....... -=;;._,.;=;;;:...,;;=.·--

Approxiw~tely 14,000 Indochinese refugees presently in the U.S. 

are from Laos. The three distinct ethnic groups comprising the Laotian 

refugees are: the Lao lowlanders, the Tribal Tai Dam (Black Tai) ,.- and 

the Hmong* hilltribe. According to the Thai Embassy in Washington, D.C., 

the number of refugees in Thai camps totals 98,386. The breakdown is as 

follows: 

82,425 Laotians 
,370 Cambodians 

1,541 Vietnamese boat cases 

Of the 82, l~25 Laoti~n refugees, approximately 50,000 are Hmong. 

Given the fact that the largest ethnic group awaiting relocation is 

Hmong, and that the general populace knows very little about this unique 

target population, this paper attempts to provide a general socio·-cultural 

overview of the Hmong of Laos. It should be noted that available literature 

on the. Hmong is limited, i.ncomplete and outdated. This problem is further 

exacerbated by conflicting facts and unreliable statistical data. This 

paper is effectively a brief comparative and contrastive analysis of some of 

the more salient socio-cultural features of the Hmong and the Lao. 

*The llinong are also referred to in the literature as the Meo or Miao. 
Hm .... ?ver, the more complimentary term, Hmong> is used throughout this 
pape.r. 
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ALTITUDINAL STRATIFICATION 

Hmong and Yao Villages 

Mountaintop (3,000 ft. to 6,0-00 ft.) 

Akha Villa es 

Khmu Villa es 

Tribal 1ai Villages 
U land Valley 

Lao VHlages 
The Mekong River Valley, at sea level 
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INTRODUCTION: 

ETHNIC DIVERSITY 

Laos is the intriguing land of a Million Elephants and White Parasols; 

it evokes images of Dr. Tom Dooley, the Golden Triangle and the "inscrutable" 

hilltribes. Sandwiched among China, Vietnam, Cambodia, Thailand and Burma, 

Laos historically has been a victim of·the hegemonious designs of both·its 

more powerful neighbors and French ·colonialists. It is not surprising, then, 

that Halpern, a Lao Specialist, writes (1961: 3): 

The country is neither a geographic nor an ethnic unit, and it 
d9es not constitute a viable economic entity. If it be postulated 
that among the essential characteristics nf a modern national state 
are ethnic hemogeneity, shared traditions, geographic unity, .effective 
internal administration, economic viability, borders accepted by 
other nations, diplomatic recognition by neighboring states, represen
tat:ion in the United Nations, ·and the positive support of its inhabitants, 
it must be said that Laos lacks most of these characteristics._ 

·The most striking characteristic regarding Laos is its ethnic diversity. 

While the dominant group is the Lao lowlanders, clearly one half ·of the· 

population is hilltribes of varying linguistic and cultural affiliations. 

Unlike the Lao, who form a continuous settlement along the Mekong River 

valley and the alluvial plains of its main tributaries, the numerous ethnic 

~inorities are scattered throughout the upper river valleys and the mom;itainous 

regions.· The three major. m~nority groups can be categorized according to their 

ethnolinguistic origins (LeBar_ et al 1964), (Whitaker-~ al 1972): 

·(1) The MonKhrner language family consists of the Khmu, Tin, Lamet and 
Loven. 

(2) The Thai language family includes the Lu, Tai Nua, Tai Yuan, 
Black Tai, Rc~d Tai and White Tai. 

{3) The Heo-·Yao language· fa.rnfly encompasses the Black Hmong, White 
Rmong> the Flowered· Hmong and the Yao. 
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Little.is recorded about the ancient history ·of Laos. Even more 

dependent upon legends and myths are the origins_ of the ethnic minorities, 

more specifically the Hmong. Like the Lao, the Hmong migrated from the 

southern provinces of China. The Lao, originating from the Thai stock, 

appeared in history around the late thirteenth century. The Hmong, however, 

are among the most recent immigrants, having settled in Laos in the nine-

teenth century (LeBar & Suddard 1960). 

Poljtically, socially and economically, the Lao are the dominant group, 

wqile the Hmong maintain a lower level of social stratification. While 

the Hmong have been greatly influenced by the Chinese culture, the Lao, by 

contrast, have received greater impact from the Indian culture. 

Chart 1 delineates major differences and similarities between the 

highlanders and the Lao lowlanders. 

KEEP AN OPEN EAR, AN OPEN EYE, AN OPEN lffiID, AND MOVE 
GENTJX IN MAKING SUGGESTIONS OR TRYING TO CHA.NGE ANY 
PART OF THIS VERY OLD CULTURE. YOUR KNOWIEDGE HAI NOT 
COVER AIL PROB:Ll~U3 AND SITUA.TIONS, BUT WTIH PATIENCE 
YOUR UNDERSTANDING WILL DEEPEN. 



CHART 1 

DIFFERENCES AND SIMILARITIES BETwiEN THE HMONG HIGHLMTDERS -AND LAO LOWLAi~DERS 

CHARACTERISTICS 

Ethnic Identification & 
Location 

Linguistic Affiliation 

Settlement Pattern & 
Housing 

HMONG 

The Hmong are found not only in Northern 
Laos, but also in the Southern provinces 
of China, Northern Vietnam and Thailand. 
The Hmong of Laos are concentrated in 
Xieng Khouang province (Barney 1961: 10..:ll) 
The total Hmong population of La.cs was 
estimated at between 300,000 to 500,000 
in 1971. (Whitaker, et aL 1972: 5L~), 
(Garrett 1974: 80). --

The Hmong language ,is classified as a 
separate branch of Sino-Tibetan (LeBar, 
et al. 1964). It is monosyllabic and tonal 
(7 tones). While differences exist in 
the word order and phonemes, .the syntax 
is similar to that of Chinese .. Many 
lexical items are borrowed 
Chinese. The written language has 
only recently been deve!oped through 
missionary efforts (Lemoine 1972: 

The Hmong occupy the mountainous 
of Laos at an altitude of between 
3,000 feet ~o 6,000 feet. Hmong houses 
are rectangular in shape 
and generally no windows. 

CH..tiliT 1 (continued) 

LAO 

The Lao, number:i,ng over 1.5 million are 
linguistically and culturally rrost closely 
related to the Northeaste~-•.'T.hii. ·n1neT.e 
are eight times as many Lao living on the 
Thailarid side of the Mekong river as live 
in all of Laos" (\-,Jhitaker, et al.1972: 41). 

The La6 lang~age is classified under the 
Thai branch. It is predominantly mono
syllabic and tonal (6 tones). The written 
form is derived from the same sources as 
;he Thai languages, Pali~Sanskrit. 

The Lao settle along the Mekong River and 
the alluvial plains of its tributaries. 
Unlike the Hmong, who build their houses 
next to the ground 1 the typical Lao dwe1.l-

is ~aised on stilts three to seven 
off the ground .. 

I\) 
I\) 



CP..ARACTERISTICS 

Economy 

Division of Labor 

Family 

CHl\RT 1 (continued) 

,HMONG 

The Hmong of Laos are ma·inly slash-and-burn 
cultivators, although some have adopted wet
rice agriculture (Barney 1961). Until 1971, 
when the cultivation of opium was declared 
illegal, opium had been the major cash crop 
for the Hmong (Garrett 1974). Raising of 
livestock, such as pigs, poultry and goats, 
is essential to their economy. The Hmong 
are celebrated horse breeders and trainers. 
They are also active traders. 

Men prepare the field, care for the crops 
and raise the livestock. At haryest time, 
every member of the family participates. 
Women Rre more active than men in the pro
duction of opium. Women are responsible 
for all domestic chores with the exception 
of the preparation of special rice cakes, 
which is reserved exclusively for the young 
men (Barney 1961). When not engaging in 
cultivating their farms the men derive 
additional income through hunting and 
trading. The Hmong men are excelhmt hunt
ers. 

The household (an extended family based on a 
patrilineal clan system) is the most signi
ficant unit in the Hmong culture. One 
household may house as many as 35 people under 
the same roof (Barney 1961: 

L..i\.O 

The Lao lowlanders are predominantly wet-ric.e 
agriculturalists. Like the Hmong, they raise 
livestock, cultiva·te minor cash crops and grow 
vegetables 

Similarly, the Lao men do most of the heavy work 
in the preparation of the paddy fields. At 
harvest time every able-bodied member participates. 
Like the Hmong men, the Lao men fish and hunt 
while the women tend to domestic tasks (LeBar & 
Suddard 1960: 63). The Lao women, howev2r,oftcn 
engage in trade and manage the financial affairs 
of the household (Halpern 1961: 114-115). It 
should be noted that in many cases the division 
of labor is not clearly defined, since Lao men 
and women share many tasks. 

The basic uni't of the Lao society~ like the Hmong, 
is the household, which consists of the nuclear 
family. The extended family is, however> not 
uncommon. 

I\J 
w 



CHARACTERISTICS 

Marriage, 

Descent 

Inheritance 

Child Rearing 

CHART 1 (continued) 

HMONG 

There is considerable freedom in courtship 
and marital choice. (Barney 1961: 1'4). 
Marriage is strictly exogamous. Customary law 
prohibits marrying members of. the same clan. -·, 
With an intermediary, who procures an agreeable 
bride price for the female's parents_, a wedding 
is arranged. The residential pattern after 
marriage is patrilocal. Polygamy, al~hough 
not uncommon, is usually the result of the 
levirate (Barney 1961), (LeBar, et al. 1964). 
Th~ wives stay together in the s~ehousehold. 
In fact, the_ Hmong are very str_ict about pro.;.. 
miscuous sex activities of unmarried people. 
A woman who. is promiscuous loses her worthiness 
and dignity. 

The Hmong trace their descent patrilineally. 
l 

The custoniary·practice of primogeniture has 
been influ<:mced somewhat by the Lao pattern. 
As a consequence, land and property are divi
ded equally among the sons (Barney 1961), 
(Whitaker,~!. al. 1972). 

The child is cared for by members of the 
nuclear.family. Children are nursed as long· 
as the mother has milk. Weaning, then, 
is not a traµmatic experience' for the Hmong 

·child. ~h~re seems to be little toilet , 
training. The Hmong children learn to share 
responsibility at an early age. Although 
child rearL-1g is · the immediate responsibility 
of the parents, everyone. in the household 
takes part in the informal training of the. 
child. 

~ 

LAO 

Marriage is generally confined to members of the. 
same village. Ayabe (1961) reported cases of 
bilateral cross-cousin marriages. Li.ke the Hmong) 
the Lao enjoy relative freedom in courtship and 
marital choice. Although trial marriage is tmknown, 
the use of an intermediary .and bride wealth is common 
among the Leo as well. Although polygamy has been 
practiced, only a few can afford this luxury. 
Unlike the Hmong wives, the Lao wives live in 
separate households. 

The La9, unlike the Hmong., distinguish relatives 
bilaterally~ 

In principle, land and property are evenly distributed 
among sons and daughters In practice, however, the 
son usually inherits the land while the daughter 
inherits the house and the house site (LeBar & Suddard 
1960). 

Like the Hmong, the Lao child .is cared for by the 
mother, father and the siblings. There is a lack 
of overt guidance by the parents to acquire any 
skills. Parental permissiveness continues through
out chi14hood. The Lao child, in contrast to the 
Hmong child, is not pushed to perform household and 
farm tasks or accept any responsibility. 

l'v 
+= 



CHARACTERISTICS 

Social Structure 

Religion 

CHART 1 (continuad) 

\ 

··HMONG 

Historically, the Hmong have had a trac;Jition 
of a highly organized socio-political struc
~ure with a king and chiefdoms (Whitaker, et aL 
1972). However, the Lao H~ong socio-political 
system does not extend beyond the village. 
Nevertheless, the Hmong were the only tribe 
that was represented in the Royal Laotian 
Government. 

The Hmong village consists of extended 
households based on the patrilineal clan. 
The number of households ranges from 8. ·to 40. 
The number of clans within one village, on the 
other hand, varies from one to four. The 
Hmong headman, usually the eldest head of a clan, 
commands great respect and authority from those 
under him. Besides the headman, the Tu ua_ p.eng 
or "shaman" (male or female) plays an essential 
role in the supernatural realm (Barney 1961). 

The majority of Hmong are animists with a strong 
cult of ancestral worship. They have an elaborate 
pantheon of tla!!_ 0 spirits-deitie.s"., 
Related to the tradition of kingship, the Hmong 
believe that one day a Hmong king will arise as 
a liberator and lead the Hmong against their 
oppressors (Whit,:i.ker, et al. 1972: 57). 
However, half of the Hmong who came to the U.S. 
are Christians through the Missionary Alliance 

· Denomination. 

LAO 

The second most significant social unit is the 
village. With an average population of over 200, 
Lao village inhabitants are rel~ted to one 2noth2r 
by blood or marriage Unlike the Hmong head~n, 
the Lao counterpart holds limited power and in
fluence. His authority and influence are ~easured 
by the amount of wealth he possesses. Other 
significant figures in the Lao village are the 
Buddhist monk, the Mo phi or n shaman 11 (ger~er ally 
a male) ·and the villige teachere 

Although Theravada Buddhists~ the Lao also 
believe in "spirits" phi. Young men are en
couraged to enter the monastary for at least 
three months 

I\.) 
CJ1 



CHARA.CTERISTICS 

Character Traits 

CHART 1 (continued) 

HMONG 

The Hmong are described by Bernatzik 
(1970: 619) as "healthy, honest, sincere, 
cheerful and conscientious." They have 
a "deep love for freedom" (625). They 
"prize hard work and ambition" (Garrett 
1974: 80) .. They are ruggedly independent 
(74) •· ·The Hmong stand out for "their 
drive and ~nergy ••. as well as for their 
incurable optimismP (85). They are 
"inquisitive and adaptive" (Earney 1961: 
4q). They are, finally, ...... ,,.L,..,., f·or their 
courage as fighters and their to 
organize. 

LAO 

The Lao value "doing things i.n a pleasant way" 
(Halpern 1961: 39). They place great emphasis on 
recreation, pleasure, joie de vivre,, a::id spontaneity. 
They are lovers of music and art. "There is a lack 
of compulsion, striving.and urgency" (67), as well 
as "the lack of regularity, discipline and regimenta
tion" (71). The Lao, furthermore, value the avoidance 
of conflict and respect for elders. 11Manners, hos
pitality and generosity" (LeBar & Suddard 1960: 100) 
are also cherished traits. "There is also a strong 
element of fatalism in Lao character'' (Halpern 1961: 67). 
They a.re "willing to work hard-- but only as hard· as 
necessary" (LeBar & Suddard 1960: 101) .. 

l'0 
en 
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COMMENTS 

This paper, thus far, has presented a greater contrast than similarity 

between the two echti1c·"',groops, the Lao and the Hmong. It should be pointed 

out that these people have experienced greater cultural changes in the last 

thirty years than in the previous century. Although the Hmong are a distinct 

ethnic group, they are still Laotian in nationality, and Laotian, the lingua

franca, is spoken by the majority of the Hmong. Increased inter-cultural 

communication resulting from their symbiotic relationship has been facilitated 

by such factors as the increase in labor wages, especially among the Hmong, 

i~proved transportation and, most importantly, the participation of the Hmong 

in the Lao educational process. 

The Civil War of 1960 - 1975 had a great impact on the inter-cultural 

contact of the Hmong enmasse to the lowland. Because_: of their ability as jungle 

fighters and their courage, along with their strategic location, almost the 

whole tribe was mobilized to defend the whole sensitive Northeastern part of 

the country. As a result of the necessity of both official and unofficiz.l commu

nications, inter-cultural contacts bloomed. 

Perhaps a more relevant question to probe at this point is how successful 

the Lao and the Hmong will be in adjusting to the American way of living. The 

Hmong, accustomed to the freedom of the mountains, the sky and the vi.rgin land, 

may have more acute problems than the Lao in adjusting to the altitudinal change 

and the urban environment. The Lao, with their flexibiltty, lack of discip1:ine 

and carefree attitude towards life, may find it extremely difficult to adjust to 

the more regimented way of life \;rhic.h characterizes America. The Hmong, on the 

other hand, seem to exhibi.t qualit1es which are valued by Americans; they are 

hard working, ambitious, tndependent and organized. 
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The Hmong refugees, more than the Lao, consciously attempt to preserve 

their own cultural identity. Bonded by tribal, village and clan ties, the Hmong 

who recently settled in Kankakee, Illinois, attest to this cultural 

Another important characteristic worth mentioning is their deep respect for charis

matic leaders:: such as Touby, the Supreme Head of Xieng Khouang province, Laos, 

and General Vang Pao_, ... the assumed leader of the Hmong refugees in .the ·united States 

His veneration is perhaps related to their traditional messianic belief in the 

coming of the new Hmong kings 

Further studies of the cultural adjustment process of the Indochinese refugees, 

including research on the oral history of the Hmong, would not only assist in the 

preservation of the cultural heritage of these intriguing people, but also provide 

insight with respect to the multifarious problems which the Indochinese refugees 

face in assimilating into the Aruerican cultural milieu. 
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INDOCHINESE SELF-HELP GROUPS IN THE STATE OF MINNESOTA 

INTRODUCTION.- As of today, Minnesota has 10 Indochinese Self-Help 
Groups, nine of them are located in the Twin Cities and one is located in 
St. Cloud (See list attached). These groups have been approved and reg
istered under Minnesota State Law to operate as non-profit corporations. 

BACKGROUND.- In the Spring of 1976, the Department of Health, Education 
and Welfare (HEW) in Washington, D.C., issued a policy and asked the states 
with higher concentrations of Indochinese to assist the refugees to establish 
community self-help groups, as one effort to make them self-sustaining. 

To meet this need the Governor's Indochinese Refugee Task Force, State 
of Minnesota, held a general meeting in February of 1976 in the State Capitol 
with all the voluntary agencies and the Indochinese community leaders. The 
purpose of this meeting was to discuss the rational and strategy of creating 
self-help groups · 

DEVELOPMENT.- After several other meetings with Indochinese leaders and 
the resettlement officials in the state, the first self-help group was organ
ized. The group was named "The Vietnamese League of Minnesota", and is led 
by a former high-ranking labor official of the South Vietnamese Government. 
Most of the group's members are former military officers and professionals 
such as university professors, school teachers, engineers, business, technicians, 
etc. 

Within four months of operation, the group's 300 members began to contri
bute money and time to make the group function. As a result, they bought fur
niture, a filing cabinet and a typewriter, and they rented a small office in 
Minneapolis where they hold their meetings and other activities. 

The community acitvities were especially attractive to most of the Indo
chinese refugees at that time, as antidotes to their acute homesickness and 
social isolation. These two mental related problems require appropriate treat
ment. They welcome the opportunity to get together and socialize in the way 
they did in their homeland; e.g., to celebrate their traditional New Year (TET) 
and other traditional religious events. Therefore, in the Fall of 1976, another 
Indochinese self-help group was born: "The Vietnamese Alliance". This group was 
organized by a number of professionals such as medical doctors, lawyers, univer-

professors ~~·~~~u~, economists, and some former high-ranking government 
officials. The Vietnamese Alliance is led by a Vietnamese lawyer, and is located 
in Bloomington. Today, the Vietnamese Alliance has approximately 250 members 
who live around the state. Most of them are employed in the white collar field. 
This group has been functioning independently, and has been supported financially 
by its members. 

Another group stems from the refugees in St. Cloud, who in the Summer of 
~976, gathered some 200 members who live in Stearns County. The name of this 
group is "Vietnamese Community of St. Cloud". 

The Laotian and Cambodian refugees also formed their own groups in this 
state. In June of 1976, the Cambodian refugees announced the establishment of 
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their community self-help group. They named it "The Association of Cambodian 
Refugees in Minnesota and Friends". Their headq~arters are located in St. 
Paul. The leader is a former hig~-ranking civil-servant in the former government 
of Cambodia. The group has been functioning thanks to the contributions of 
both members and friends. 

Two distinct groups of refugees from Laos organized their own groups. The 
tribal mountain people rI'om Laos, the Hmongs, also organized their group named 
"The Association of Hmong, Inc." This group has some 150 members and is head
quartered at Liberty Plaza in St. Paul. The group is led by a former junior 

military officer. 

A second ethnic group from Laos, called Laotians, also formed their own 
community in late 1976. This is a·small group versus a population of 178 Laotians 
in the state. The group is led by a Laotian who used to work for USAID in Vien
tiane. The headquarters of the Laotian group is located in Eagan.where most Lao 
families reside. 

Along with the above-mentioned self-help groups, three religious groups 
were organized in 1976 and 1977 in the Twin Cities. These groups include a 
great number of refugees. With their constant religious goals, these groups help 
the Indochinese very much in the field of belief, social service and other 
humanitarian work. They are led by Vietnamese priests and monks from Vietnam. 
Their headquarters are in St. Paul. 

ACTIVITIES.- The key goal of the Indochinese self-help groups is to 
organize social and cultural opportunities for refugees, like the celebration 
of the traditional New Year and other customs. However, to be more helpful to 
their countrymen in their effort to make them self-sustaining, these groups recently 
tented to provide bilingual/bicultural guidance, drivers' education, child 
care and Information and Referral services for the refugees in their jurisdict
ion. 

Between 1975 and the present, the Vietnamese L~ague in Minnesota had 
organized three TET celebrations, four festivals (displays, movies, art 
exhibitions and other hobbies) and several picnics with nearly 2,500 Indochinese 
and some 1,000 American sponsors and friends, plus it has provided I & R services 
to at least 600 Indochinese in finding jobs, training opportunities, mental 
health counseling, translation, casework, sponsorship, etc. 

During almost three years of activities,-the Vietnamese League in Minn
esota had helped organize two festivals (movies, Summer get-together), three 
TET celebrations, two recreational events (cultural entertainment, arts, music, 
exhibition, etc.) They have provided Information & Referral services to many 
Indochinese in finding jobs, welfare inquiries, clarification of cross-cultural 
problems, immigration process, etc. They have publish~d some 2,060 copies of 
newsletters in-Vietnamese which has reached some 800 Indochinese and 100 sponsors 
throughout the state. The Vietnamese Alliance has been helpful and effective to 
the Minnesota Indochinese Resettlement Office and the Voluntary Agencies in 
counseling and other program developments. 

Since the beginning of its formation, the St. Cloud-Vietnamese Community 
has helped organize some six social get-together opportunities, two TET celebrat
ions and other traditional and religious events to include entertainment, parties 
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and recreational events. This group has also helped conduqt free Vietnamese 
and English classes, day care and mental health counseling. The St. Cloud 
Vietnamese Community has published a monthly newsletter which reaches some 300 
Indochinese in the area. This group is in need of a center now to direct its 
activities more closely and effectively, and to have a place for its headquarters. 

The Association of Hmongs, Inc. is very effective in providing Information 
and Referral services and recreational opportunities to the Hmongs in Minnesota. 
In the first 19 months of activities, it has organized at least seven cultural 
events and two workshops to provide information on employment, vocational train
ing and career selection for all Hmongs in the state. This group is also cooper
ating with the MIRO and Volag's to assist in resettling more Indochinese in 
Minnesota. 

Although it is a newly formed group, the Lao Association of Mutual Assist
ance has proven to be effective in job counseling and social service to all 
Laotians residing in Minnesota. It has helped organize two Lao New Year (Pimai) 
celebrations and held at least 12 meetings with state agencies and voluntary 
services to map out plans to assist the Lao refugees mostly women in driver 
training, babysitting, English classes, etc. Regardless of its small population, 
the Laotians are cooperative and progressive in terms of attaining self-sufficiency. 
The Lao group need a center in Eagan and a Lao caseworker (either part-time or 
full-time) and other necessary facilities to operate their headquarters. 

The Cambodian group, during its 28 months of existence, have helped organize 
two New Year celebrations, four festivals and three seminars to share information 
about public assistance, mental health, vocational training and other resettle
ment resource programs. Most sponsors and friends who attended these seminars 
and festivals did say that the Cambodian group does very well. 

Because most of the Cambodians live in the Twin Cities, they would like to 
have a center in St. Paul. To carry out this plan, they must rent a small office 
and the necessary equipment and furniture. They also need to hire a part-time 
secretary. The main problem of the Cambodian refugees is the language barrier 
and employment. Like the Vietnamese and the Lao children, the Cambodian children 
adjust themselves very well in the schools. 

Another group called "Minnesota V·i:~tnamese Students' Association II was organ-
' ized in the Fall of 1976 by some 200 Vietnamese students who attended acade~c 
classes at the University of Minnesota. This group helps the refugees with matters 
pertaining to providing information and referral service, counseling, translation 
and other activities such as organizing social opportunities and recreational · 
events for Indochinese students. 

NEEDS OF THE GROUPS.- Indochinese self-help groups are helpful to refugees 
in both social and cultural purposes. Presently, all the groups operate their 
own financial and manpower resources. Because they plan to enlarge the scope of 
their activities to meet the refugees' needs, they have their own needs themselves. 
Most of these groups have submitted their proposals to the Minnesota Indochinese 
Resettlement Office to apply for an HEW grant. 

With the exception of the Vietnamese League in Minnesota, all other groups 
need a center to work with the refugees. Financial assistance and/or contribut
ions are a must to make the self-help groups' activities possible. 
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Being a large and older group of Vietnamese refugees, the Vietnamese 
League in Minnesota is influential among the Indochinese and it has been 
very helpful in the area of cultural and social services. It has been sup
ported by American sponsors and voluntary agencies in the state and the private 
sector in the scale. Besides the successful marks it has won in organizing 
social and cultural opportunities for refugees, this group has also been 
assisting the sponsoring churches and voluntary agencies in bringing more 
Indochinese into the state of Minnesota for resettlement. As mentioned above, 
the Vietnamese League is well settled. It has a center with furniture and 
facilities they need. But, they need financing to pay their utility bills 
and to hire a part-time secretary, to purchase office supplies and to print 
their newsletter. Their activities in the past have proven that they deserve 
support and assistance. 

The Vietnamese Alliance (VIAMIN) has won a number of members who live 
in the Twin Cities and in outstate localities. As such, they have been help
ful to the refugees in the area of information and refer_ral, socio-cultural, 
counseling, sponsorship, etc. This group is well known for its Vietnamese 
classes for American sponsors and Vietnamese children as part of their culture 
preservation, and of its newsletter in Vietnamese. They still need a center 
in the Twin Ci ties area, prefe:r•ably in Bloomington where most of its members 
reside. They have a plan for day care, driver's training, special Vietnamese 
classes for U. S. sponsors and personnel working with refugees, etc. Therefore, 
they also need funds to carry out these projects. 

The St.Cloud Vietnamese Community, beside the printing of its newsletter, 
need a center and the necessary equipment to operate its daily activities s_uch 
as day care, English classes, and other cultural and social activities of the 
group. T~is group has been helpful to refugees in the area during the last two 
years, mainly in counseling and information and referral service. 

For its physical organization, the Hmong group temporarily shares the 
office of the Liberty Plaza apartment in St.Paul. However, they need their 
center to conduct their daily activity program_. Since most of the Hmongs live 
in St. Paul, perhaps such location should be in St.Paul. The Hmong group 
plans to provide day care, English classes to beginners, and other cultural 
and social services to its members. 

· Like the other groups, the Cambodians' Association does need a center. 
Most of the Cambodian refugees are living in St.Paul and the vicinity. For 
the time being, they use their group leader's house to hold meetings and 
other activities of the members. 

The Laotian group is small in size and is a new organization. Throughout 
the nine months of activities, it has assisted at least 15 Laotian families in 
information and referral, counseling, employment, English classes. They do 
need a center, a part-time case worker, and the necessary equipment for their 
group which is temporarily located in Eagan. 

OBSERVATION.- After three years of living in America, most Indochinese 
find this country beautiful, peaceful and they have decided to live here as 
long as .they can, mainly due to the sense that they may not be able to repatriate. 
One thing which makes them envy the other citizens is that they are not yet able 
to contribute to this society as much as the native people do. The Indochinese 
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are industrious and self-relying people. This has been proven throughout a 
civilization of some 4,000 years in Southeast Asia from the settlement of 
Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia. Unlike the other immigrants who came to the United 
States because of economic reasons, the Indochinese refugees came to this 
country for freedom and peace. They were evacuated by the United States 
Government into this country as political refugees for purpose of resettlement. 
Their homelands were torn by the war for many years and were finally lost to the 
Communists. The word "political refugee" means they have no country to go 
back to because of their religious, political differences. Persecution is 
their problem if they go back home. This knowledge has created in them the feel
ing that since they have no date of return and since they may have to live 
here for all their life, they should be equal and productive. To help them 
become so, one should give them the opportunity to adjust to the new life, and 
to become self-sufficient at least so that they can live comfortably without 
depending upon public assistance and/or upon their sponsors' resources. 

For this reason, the Federal Government through HEW, has been awarding 
many social service contracts to the Voluntary Agencies and the states (where 
there is high concentration of Indochinese refugees) to assist the Indochinese 
in employment, education, acculturation, housing, transportation, mental 
health, career training, etc. 

In terms of social services and humanitarian work, the Indochinese self
help groups in Minnesota commend highly the activities of the Voluntary Agencies 
and other state resettlement organizations. They also expect to share the duties 
of these agencies by assuming a number of responsibilities to help refugees 
in their jurisdiction such as providing day care, English classes, driver 
training, job counseling, and other information and referral se~vices that help 
the refugees attain self-supporting status. 

Young Vietnamese 
get together and 
sing songs to 
celebrate their 
New Year (TET). 
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LIST OF INDOCHINESE SELF-HELP GROUPS IN MINNESOTA 

1. VIETNAMESE LEAGUE IN MINNESOTA 

President: Mr. Pham Van Vy 
4637 Shady Oak Road 
Hopkins, Minnesota 55343 
612-933.;.8123 

2. VIETNAMESE ALLIANCE OF MINNESOTA 

President: fflr. Tran Phuoc Thanh 
9242 Queen Ave So 
Bloomington, Minnesota 55'420 
612-253-2461 

3. VIETNAMESE BUDDHIST ASSOCIATION OF MINNESOTA 

President: Mr. Vu Khac Khoan 
9441 Blaisdell Ave So 
Bloomington, Minnesota 55420 
612-884-6512 

4. ST. CLOUD VIETNAMESE COMMUNITY 

President: Pham Van Ngoc 
3303 - 14th St No. Apt. #3 
St. Cloud, Minnesota 56301 
612-253-2461 

5. ASSOCIATION OF CAMBODIAN REFUGEES IN MINNESOTA AND FRIENDS 

President: Mr. Koy Choerum 
1449:Clarence Street 
St. Paul, Minnesota 55106 

. 612-774-1676 

6. .ASSOCIATION OF HMONGS, INC. 

President: Mr. Leng Vang 
415 Marshall Ave #B 
St. Paul, Minnesota 55102 
612-222-6421 

7. VIETNAMESE CATHOLIC COMMUNITY 

President: Rev. Peter Nguyen Ngoc Thanh 
Church of St. Vincent de Paul 
651 Virginia , 
St. Paul, Minnesota 55103 
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8 VIETNAMESE EVANGELICAL CHURCH 

President: Rev .. Pham Minh Tan 
Residence 1466 Portland Ave St .. Paul, MN 55104 (612) 646-4266 
Church : 1632 Charles Ave, St .. Paul, MN 55104 (612) 646-5835 

9. MINNESOTA VIETNAMESE STUDENT ASSOCIATION 

President: Pham Van Nam 
C/o 2242 Centennial Hall 

10. LAO ASSOCIATION OF MUTUAL ASSISTANCE 

President: Mr. Boummy Nhotsavang 
1398 E .. Sigfrid 
Eagan, Minnesota 55123 
612- 452-4004 

of Minnesota, MN 55455 


