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Between the time of first arrival of the Hmong refugees 

in 1975 and the mid-1990s, there has been much 

geographic movement of these new Americans. An 

initial pattern of Hmong residential dispersal throughout 

the American states has gradually transformed into a 

predominantly tri-state concentration (California, 

Wisconsin, and Minnesota). This highly distinctive 

resettlement pattern is the result of delicately balancing 

the most essential substance of Hmong tradition with 

pragmatic considerations such as job prospects 

(especially farming work), access to language and job 

training programs, extended family and clan obligations, 

changing federal policies for Refugee Cash Assistance 

(RCA), changing welfare eligibility regulations between 

the states (especially as it relates to AFDC-UP), climate 

and topographical considerations, and the like. 

This paper details how the Hmong settlement profile 

within the United States has shifted between 1983 and 

the mid-1990s as a consequence of secondary 

migration. Quantitative comparison among Vietnamese, 

Cambodian, Laotian, and Thai settlement patterns 

throughout the United States is provided. The remainder 

of the paper attempts to explain why it is that 89 percent 

of all the Hmong in the United States currently reside in 

only three states. The broad conclusion reached is that 

the primary factors driving this dynamic pattern of Hmong 

resettlement are "economic betterment initiatives" and 

"extended family and clan obligations". The other factors 

cited above appear to have more derivative or secondary 

importance as influences upon Hmong resettlement. 
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I ntrod uction 

As a nat ion of over f i fty m i l l ion fo re ign-born persons, the U n ited 
States has experienced a wide variety of sett lement patterns over the 
past two h u n d red years .  Most typ ica l ly, however, i m m i g rants have 
fol lowed the t ra i l  of "economic opportun ity" often beg i nn i ng  with fam i ly  
re lat ives . Gett i ng  a start i n  a new society has always been and remai ns 
an awesome undertaking .  Relat ives p rovide v ital resou rces, i nformat ion ,  
and socia l  contacts th rough wh ich one may f i rst ga in  employment .  M ost 
imm ig rants i n it ia l ly sett le in eth n ic  commun it ies for th is ve ry reason .  
H owever, the H mong ,  l i ke other Southeast Asian refugees, beg in  arriv ing 

i n  the U n ited States afte r 1 975 without the benefit o f  any pre-estab l ished 
eth n ic  commun it ies to move i nto .  Furthermore ,  most H mong did not 
come to America with the i ntent of seek ing a new l ife but rather with the 
i ntent of p reserv ing the i r  o ld l ife in a new locat ion . 1 Th is is the d isti nct ion  
that Jeremy He in  d raws between a g roup having a predominantly "migrant 
or ientat ion"  versus a "minority or ientat ion ."2 I n  l i ght of these d ifferences, 
the sett lement patte rns of H mong and other  I ndoChi nese refugees may 
be ant ic i pated to d iffer from the more t rad it ional  imm ig rant g roups. 

The secondary m ig rat ion  l iteratu re shows that Southeast Asian 
refugees f i t  i nto a s ingu lar  pattern---substant ial geograph ic d ispersa l ,  
ove r o ne-ha lf m i l l i on  Southeast Asian refugees (mostly Vietnamese , 
Ch i nese , Cambodians,  Lowland Lao , and H igh land Hmong)  by 1 982 ,  
fo l l owed by substant ial  secondary m ig rat ion .  Th is i nternal  resett lement 
resu lted i n  res ident ia l  movement towards "the West and South and  
towa rds a reas of h igher  refugee popu lat ion ."3 The causes of t h is 
secondary m ig rat ion stem from a variety of factors foremost of which 
are i nd icated to be the search for stable emp loyment and reun ion  wi th 
re lat ives . 4  Regard i n g  the f i rst of these , Ke l l y  notes that wh i l e  the 
occupat iona l  q ual if icat ions of  the Southeast Asian refugees ( in  te rms of 
bas ic  ce nsus categories) a re s im i l a r  to the  gene ra l  U n ited States 
popu lat i on ,  they tend to be have a d iff icu l t  t ime f i nd ing  jobs that pay 
above the m in imum wage scale .  Espec ia l ly for the V ietnamese,  th is 
s ign if ies downward mob i l ity and tends to p reserve dependence upon 
the U S  welfare system for  economic su rviva l .S Regard ing  the second of  
t hese, Mo r t land  and Led g e rwood conc l ude  that Southeast As i a n  
resett lement " . . .  i s  part o f  a large r p rocess: i t  i s  a vo luntary act b y  the 
refugee that is p rofound ly inf luenced by t rad it ional k insh i p  re lat ionsh ips ,  
patronage systems, [and] Southeast Asian mobi l ity."6 

At p resent there appears to be much general confus ion and 
some publ ic i l l -fee l i ng  d i rected at the H mong refugee popu lat ion i n  the 
U n ited States. M uch of th is is based upon myth and misinformat ion .  

One such m istaken not ion is  that the H mong are a "nomadic peop le . "  
Another such  not ion is  that the  H mong lack a strong "work eth ic "  and as 
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such prefer welfare dependence over economic self-suff ic iency. Together, 

these mistaken not ions suggest that American Hmong have become 
we lfare nomads. As Cong ressman Mazzo l i  stated it on  the record ,  
" refugees have come t o  v iew welfare as a n  ent i t lement and q u ick ly 
abandoned the i r  cu l tural work eth ic ."? As wrong as these not ions are ,  
they can easi ly be misconstrued from on ly  a supe rf ic ia l  acquaintance 

with the pert inent facts . 
Th is paper w i l l  attempt to shed some l i ght upon the phenomenon 

of Hmong secondary m ig rat ion  i n  the U n ited States. The term secondary 
migrat ion is used here to designate the geographic re locat ion of an ethno
rac ia l  g roup subsequent to its i n it ia l  sett lement .  S ince fu l ly  89 percent 
of the Hmong i n  the U n ited States (as of the 1 990 Census) have become 
geog raphical ly concentrated in on ly th ree states---Cal ifo rn ia ,  Wisconsin ,  
and Minnesota---the question of "why th is has happened" natural ly arises, 

especial ly i n  l i ght of the fact that there was no effort at a l l  on the part of 
the fede ral refugee p rog rams to encourage th is type of concentrated 
sett lement .  I ndeed , to the extent that there was any nat ional  refugee 
resett lement  po l i cy, i t  was to enco u rage a geograph ic  d ispersal  of 
Southeast Asians so as to m in i m ize social and economic i mpact upon 
local commun it ies .  Th is paper wi l l  attempt to c larify both "how and why" 
th is contra ry patte rn of geog raph ica l l y  concentrated H mo n g  fam i l y  
sett lement came about and  i s  cont i nu i ng .  

H m o n g  Heritage 

I n  the f i rst p lace any notion that the H mong people are by trad it ion 
nomadic needs correct ion .  Wh i le  it is true that H mong h i gh land v i l lages 
tend to move eve ry ten years o r  so , th is is not because the H mong value 
"geog raphic mob i l i ty" per  se as, for example ,  the Rom (Gypsies) or  
Bedou in  trad i t ional ly have. On  the contrary, the pr inc ipal reasons that 
whole Hmong v i l lages move are e i ther that the nearby land has become 
i nfe rt i le  afte r years of s lash and bu rn agr icu l tu re o r  to get away from an 
outbreak of  d isease bel ieved to be caused by the p resence of evi l  sp i rits ,  
especia l ly the ph im  nyuj vai m  o r  "fo rest spi r its" .8 However, once the 
decision to  move has been made by the v i l lage leaders ,  the new s i te  is  
rare ly more than two days wal k  f rom the o ld site. Th is is  part ly because 
new s ites are often selected on the basis of favorable hunte r and t rave ler  
reports f rom local commun ity members. Also, by  custom ,  it is  considered 
"too risky" to al low ch i l d ren  to s leep i n  the fo rest for more than one n i ght 
at a t ime since t rad i t ional  bel ief has it that when ch i ld ren s leep outside of 
the p rotect ive enc losure of the H mong home, the ph im nyuj vai m pose a 
very real  th reat to the ch i ld 's health (th is is refe rred to as "so u l  l oss" ) . 9  
Th is a n d  numero us other  more p ragmat ic considerat ions expla i n  why 
H mong are genera l ly  hesitant to resett le .  Of cou rse ,  th is cu l tu ral fact 
may be obscu red by show ing  the vast d istances that H mong peop le 
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have journeyed across the Asian cont i nent (f rom Northern Ch ina  to 

C e nt ra l  C h i n a  to Sou the rn C h i n a  to Laos) over  the  past seve ra l  

m i l l enn ia . 1 o Nonetheless, these major geog raphic movements of  H mong 

popu lat ion have been i nf requent ,  h i gh ly spo rad ic ,  and typ ical ly d riven 

by Han m i l ita ry force . In short ,  the H mong are not properly described as 
" nomad ic , "  at least not by any standard def i n it ion . 1 1  

Hmong Work Eth ic  

Li kewise , any not ion that Hmong peop le are lazy o r  def ic ient i n  
a "work eth ic "  f l ies i n  t he  face o f  the facts . I ndeed , i t  i s  not uncommon to 
h e a r  ad u l t H mo n g  say that m a i nst ream Ame r icans a re " l azy" by 
comparison to themselves. As swidden (slash and bu rn) farme rs ,  the 
t rad i t ional  H mong l i festyle was one of hard physical labor f rom sun rise 
to sunset . They g rew all the i r own food supp l ies, hunted wi ld game, 
bu i lt the i r  own houses and furnitu re ,  and manufactu red the i r  own cloth ing ,  
jewel ry, and musical i nstruments. The m isconception  of  the H mong as 
be ing " lazy" apparently derives f rom the observat ion that many American 
H mong are cu rrently unemployed and receivi ng welfare assistance . From 
th is it is i nfe rred that "these peop le"  must not p lace a h igh  value on 
"work ing . "  However, th is has l itt le  o r  noth i ng  to do with H mong values 
towards work. 1 2 Most adult  H mong who are cu rrent ly without jobs lack 
Eng l ish language f luency, lack background i n  formal education ,  and do 
not possess any marketable trade ski l ls .  Beyond th is ,  many of the e lder  
H mong adu lts no longer fee l  any ob l igation  to work as thei r ch i ld ren  are 
now expected to support the i r  parents i n  the i r o ld age as has always 
been the H mong trad it ion .  None of th is ,  however, demonstrates any 
loss of a work eth ic .  Those H mong who have found employment (mostly 
in facto ry work) are recogn ized to be re l iab le ,  hard wo rkers .  Li kewise , 
the i r  ch i ldren are widely recogn ized to be hard-working students ref lect ing 
the i r  com mun ity's normative p ressures to excel i n  the i r  labo rs .  

Clan Obl igations 

One vi ta l  aspect of Hmong heritage is the i r  c lan system of socia l  
o rgan izat ion .  There are a total of 22 Hmong clans of which on ly 1 4  are 
common i n  the Un ited States---Chan g ,  Hang ,  Her, Khang ,  Kong ,  Kue ,  
Lee, Lor, Moua ,  Thao, Vang ,  Vue ,  X iong ,  and  Yang . 1 3  M uch o f  H mong 
identity as wel l  as social ob l igation is  rooted i n  the person 's c lan affi l iation .  

Most s ign if icantly, as re lates to the thesis of  th is paper, where a person 
resides is g reatly i nf l uenced by one's clan .  Most Hmong v i l lages i n  Laos, 
fo r example ,  are almost ent i re ly composed of members of the same 
clan . Upon b i rth a ch i ld  a lways becomes a member of h is or her father's 
c lan . And upon marriage the wife always jo ins her  husband's clan whi le 
st i l l  reta in i ng  her b i rth name ( i n  other  words, her  fathe r's clan name) . 
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After marriage,  the husband also becomes a sort of i n - law member of 

h is wife's c lan and a pattern of mutual  assistance between the spousal 
c lan g roups wi l l  be encouraged . 

The importance of the c lan i n  Hmong  soc ia l  o rgan izat ion  is 
ref lected in the fact that persons of the same clan (xeem) are cons idered 
brothers and s iste rs and Hmong who t rave l may ant ic i pate be ing  g iven 

food and lodg ing  as wel l  as other  assistance by the i r  c lan b rothers and 
sisters despite hav ing  never met them before . Th is c lan support extends 
across the nat ion and across the world and there are approximately 1 0  
m i l l ion  H mong i n  the world today. Another i nd icato r of the centra l  ro le of 
the clan in H mong l ife is the custom that a person cannot die in the 
household of another H mong c lan .  And when a H mong man d ies h is 
clan is ob l igated to care for h is survivi ng  wife and ch i l d ren .  The general 
importance of the c lan to the H mong socia l  commun ity is ref lected in 
most aspects of da i ly l iv ing inc lud ing  conf l ict reso lut ion .  Clan leaders ,  
when needed ,  w i l l  be ca l led upon to he lp  resolve marital d isputes , assist 
in d isc ip l i nary p rob lems i nvolvi ng  ch i ld ren ,  and even g ive advice about 
possib le fami ly re locat ion .  It is noteworthy that the soc ia l  importance of 
the clan for the Hmong refugee stands in sharp contrast to the comparably 
lesser ro le  that it p lays in the socia l  l ife of the Vietnamese refugee. 1 4  

Extended Fam i ly Obl igations 

Obl igat ions to the extended fami ly also i nf luence the sett lement 
patte rns of H mong who are,  by t rad it ion ,  patr i l i neal . Th is is i n  sharpest 
contrast to the Cambod ians and Lowland Lao who fol low decidedly more 
b i lateral l i neage systems. The i nd i rect ro le that fam i ly  ob l igat ions p lay 
in Hmong secondary m ig rat ion cannot be overstated and shou ld not be 
regarded as common to al l Southeast Asian peoples .  H mong t rad i t ion 
has always been fo r g randparents ,  u ncles ,  au nts ,  parents , and ch i l d ren  
to  l ive with i n  the same househo ld .  Wh i le  th is i s  often d iff icu l t  i f not 
i mposs ib le  to accommodate in the U n ited States , members of the 
extended fami ly  st i l l  attempt to reside i n  c lose p rox i m ity to one another. 
I n  short, there is a normative fami ly reu n if icat ion that i mpacts a l l  members 
of the extended fam i ly u n it .  Beyond th is there are a myriad of soc ia l  
ob l igat ions that se rve to d raw the H mong  extended fam i l y  togethe r. 
Fo remost of these ob l igat ions is to care for and respect one 's e lders. 
The adage---"E lders see the sky f i rst"--- i nd icates the h i gh  status and 
esteem accorded to those fami ly  members with the most years of l ife 
exper ience. And so whi le  young  H mong may ventu re out in search  of 

new lands and new opportun it ies ,  they are nonetheless bound by a whole 
network of fami ly support ob l igat ions which cannot be fu l f i l led without 
residential proximity to one's extended fami ly. For example, when a H mong 
elder d ies, it is  a fami ly obl igat ion to  arrange the ce remony i n  which a 
Hmong shaman wi l l  gu ide the soul of the deceased to the spi rit worl d .  
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Hmong M i gration to and Settlement Patterns 

with in the U n ited States 

H mo n g  m i g rat i on  to the U n ited States commences ,  by no 
co inc idence ,  w i th  the fa l l  o f  Sa igon to commun ist-a l l ied m i l i tary forces 

in Apr i l  of 1 975 .  The f i rst Hmong refugees were placed with non-H mong 
sponsors i n  a geographical ly d ispersed patte rn across the U S  mai n land .  
However, for somewhat unknown reasons th is  resu lted i n  p lacements 
that were more concentrated in the northern states than in the southern 
ones .  As stated i n  an off ic ia l  government report of 1 985 ,  "The or ig i nal 
d i st r ibut ion of the H igh land Lao i n  the U n ited States had more to do with 
the operat ions of the volu ntary resett lement agencies (vo lags) than with 
the wishes of the refugees . " 1 5 L ikewise, th is d i str ibut ion of the H i gh land 
Lao had l itt le to do wi th reg ional employment opportun ity as ref lected by 
the fact that the nat ional u nemployment rate was genera l ly  lower than 
the reg iona l  unemployment rate where most H igh land Lao were i n it ia l ly 
sett led . 16  Whi le on ly a few thousand H mong were admitted to the U n ited 
States between  1 975 and 1 978,  over ten thousand were admitted i n  
1 979,  and  another 27,000 arrived i n  1 980---by fa r  the  peak year o f  H mong 
refugee admiss ions up to the present t ime.  Afte r a h iatus i n  these 1 980 
ad miss ions ,  some addit ional 30 ,000 Hmong arrived between 1 987 and 
1 990. 1 7 And most recently between 1 99 1  and 1 994 another 26 ,000 
H mong  refugees were admitted to the U n ited States s i gn ifyi ng  what is  in 
al l l i ke l i hood the end of this stream of refugees cons ider ing the imm inent 
c los i n g  of the Thai  refugee camps by September of 1 997. 1 8 From the 
4 ,500 Hmong remain ing  i n  the Thai camps as of 1 996,  3 ,500 are now 
forecast to be reu n ited with re latives i n  M i nnesota, Wiscons i n ,  and other  
States when these camps are f ina l ly c losed . 

The sett lement patte rns that Hmong exh ib ited were not u n iform 
ref lect i ng  an i ncons istent set of fede ral  and state po l ic ies compou nded 
fu rther  by H mong "economic explorat ions"  and subsequent attempts to 
p romote fam i ly reun if icat ion . In the f i rst years of H mong sett lement in 
the U n ited States ,  the refugees had l itt le  to say about the i r  geog raph ic 
p lacement .  I nstead , these i n it ia l  p lacements were contro l led by the 
vo lunta ry resett lement agencies (volags) which were pr ivate non-profit 
o rgan i zat ions that were fu nded largely by the US State Department .  
These vo lags were large ly New York-based and Atlant ic-fac i ng .  They 
re l ied heav i ly  upon the benevo lence of Catho l i c  Char i t ies and othe r  
church organ izat ions w i l l i ng  t o  ass ist i n  t h e  resett lement o f  s ing le  Hmong 
fam i l ies .  Not s u rp ri s i ng ly th is  resu lted i n  a general  patte rn of geog raphic 
d ispersa l .  However, by the ear ly 80s, the newly-sett led Hmong fam i l ies 
began serv ing  as sponsors fo r incom ing  Hmong refugees , especial ly 
fe l low clan members .  This ,  in comb inat ion with the f i rst secondary 
m ig rat ion of H mong refugees, resu lted i n  "a strong movement of Hmong 
and other  H i g h land Lao refugees f rom elsewhere in  the nat ion to the 
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Centra l  Val ley of Ca l ifo rn ia . " 1 9 
Th is  i nf lux  of H igh land Lao refugee popu lat ion i nto Cal iforn ia---

90 percent of which was Hmong---spu rred immediate federa l  act ion to 
def l ect t h i s  seco nda ry m i g rat io n .  The p u rpose of t h i s  d e l i be rate 
i nte rvent ion was to p romote H igh land Lao commun ity stab i l ity outside of 
the State of Cal ifo rn ia .  The specif ic act ion taken was g iven the name 

H igh land Lao I n it iat ive (HL I )  and it was d i rected at  approximately 32, 000 
H ighland Lao refugees located in some 44 commun it ies with i n  the U n ited 
States but outs ide of Ca l i fo rn ia .  The fund i ng  agency of th i s  fede ra l  

program was the Off ice o f  Refugee Resett lement (O RR)  o f  the  U .  S .  
Department of Health and Human Services. At th is t ime about 6 0  percent 
of the H i g h land Lao refugees we re concentrated in Ca l i forn ia  and 
M innesota and the HL I  targeted the  remain ing  40 percent. The populat ion 
esti mates and locat ions of the targeted s ites are p rovided i n  Table 1 .  As 
may be observed from this tab le ,  the HL I -funded s ites were ,  i n  fact , 
geographica l ly scattered . The bas ic strategy of the HL I  was to make 
these part icu lar  sett lement areas more att ract ive to the H i g h land Lao 
refugees th rough se lective fund i ng  of specia l  services needed by these 
refugees .  Spec i f ica l ly, the fu nded s e rv ices i nc l uded ou t reach (fo r 
examp le ,  i nte rp retat ion , t ransportat i o n ,  and  advocacy s e rv ices fo r  
ind iv idual  H mong) , job p lacement, on-the-job trai n ing ,  vocat ional  trai n i ng ,  
craft deve lopment ,  Eng l i sh as a Second Language (ESL) ,  farm and 
g a rd e n i n g  a s s i s t a n c e , c h i l d  c a re s u p p o rt ,  and s o m e  b u s i n e s s  
development he lp . 2o Exam in i ng  the short-te rm impact o f  these s i ng le  
year federal fund i ng i n it iat ives (some of  wh ich  were cont i nued and some 
not) , reveals that secondary m igrat ion away from the non-Wiscons in  s ites 
proceeded s lowly. Specif ical ly, there was a net popu lat ion dec l ine in these 
s ites of only 3 percent (from 1 5 ,302 in the Fal l  of 1 983 to 1 4 ,866 in the 
Fal l  of  1 984) whereas the Wiscons in s ites s imu ltaneously showed a sharp 

37 percent increase (f rom 2 ,882 to 3 ,936) . 2 1 When we measu re the 
l o n g e r-te r m  i m pact of t h i s  i n i t i at i ve by look i n g  at the g e o g ra p h i c  
d istribut ion of the H mong i n  1 990, i t  appears that the i n it iat ive was large ly 
successfu l  i n  def lect i ng  secondary m i g rat ion  away f ro m  Ca l i forn ia .  
Whereas the H mong i n  Cal iforn ia  rep resented 52  percent o f  the total 
American H mong popu lat ion in 1 990, th is  contrasts with an  approx imate 
f i gu re of 51 percent for 1 983, the year  the HLI began .22 

However, th is relat ive stab i l ity in the aggregate Hmong popu lat ion 
i n  the State of Cal i forn ia  between  1 983 and 1 990 shou ld  not obsc u re 
the la rge amount of secondary m ig rat ion that coinc ided with th i s  per iod . 
As an i nspect ion of Table 2 makes p la i n ,  there was an aggregate H mong  
popu lat ion loss o f  some 1 0 ,994 persons f rom 20  states between 1 983 
and 1 990. The largest of  these popu lat ion losses occu rred i n  the states 
of I l l i no is ,  Rhode Is land ,  and Utah which togethe r account  fo r 42 percent 

of  th is  Hmong out-m ig ration .  
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Table l. Estimated Highland Lao Population in HLI-Funded Sites (May, 1983) 

HLI Sile Hmon& lu Mien Lao Lue Lao Theung TOlal 

Harlford, CT 212 212 

Filchburg, MA 220 220 

Providence, RI 2,300 2,J00 

Syracuse. NY 160 160 

Philadelphia, PA 1,200 1,200 

Decalur, GA 500 500 

Marion-Morg>ntown, NC 450 450 

Memphis. TN 450 450 

Monlgomery, AL 100 100 

Selma, AL 100 100 

Akron,OH 250 250 

Applelon, WI 950 950 

Chicago,lL 648 648 

Columbus,OH lSI lSI 

Danvilie-Decatur,IL 235 235 

Detroit, MI 770 770 

Dixon,IL 278 278 

Eau Claire, WI 500 500 

Green Bay, WI 493 493 

Kankakee,IL 265 265 

L. Crosse, WI 600 600 

Lansing, MI 510 510 

Milwaukee, WI 1,000 1,000 

Minneapolis, MN 8,730 8,730 

Moline-Rock Island, IL 180 180 

Rochelle-De Kalb, IL 78 78 

Saginaw, MI 291 291 

Sheboygan, WI 700 700 

Toledo,OH 350 350 

Wausau, WI 470 470 

Wheaton,lL 370 370 

Ft. Smith, AK 300 300 

Tulsa, OK 500 500 

Billings, MT ISO 150 

Denver, CO 1,750 1,750 

Des Moines,lA 663 663 

Kansas City, KS 800 800 

Missoula, MT 307 307 

Omaha, NE 325 325 

Salt Lake City, UT 1,500 1,500 

Portland, OR 970 I,JOO 2,270 

Salem, OR 190 100 290' 

Seattle, WA 700 550 150 230 1,630 

Spokane, WA 400 20 420 
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Table 2. Hmong Settlement and Movement Patterns by State: 1983 to 1988 to 1990 

Primary 1983 State 1988 State 1990 State Net State Population 
State Location- Population' Population' Population' Change: 1983 to 1990 

AL Selma 100 0 8 -92 

AR Fort Smith 339 46 23 -316 

CO Denver 1,750 1,300 1,202 -548 

GA Atlanta 500 823 320 -180 

IL Chicago 2,503 702 433 -1,801 

IN Indianapolis 120 65 57 -63 

IA Des Moines 911 403 227 -684 

KS Kansas City 800 600 603 -187 

MT Missoula 457 390 146 -311 

NE Omaha 325 366 78 -403 

OH Toledo 654 455 253 -401 

OK Tulsa 624 300 207 -417 

OR Portland 1,260 1,130 438 -822 

PA Philadelphia 1,200 750 358 -842 

RI Providence 2,300 2,178 884 -1,416 

TN Memphis 450 105 79 -371 

TX Dallas/Ft. Worth 350 395 176 -219 

UT Salt Lake City 1,500 168 105 -1,395 

WA Seattle 1,100 1,182 741 -359 

CA State Total 30,000 58,976 46,892 +16,892 

MA Fitchburg 220 525 248 +28 

MI Detroit 1,601 2,610 2,257 +656 

MN Minneapolis/St. Paul 8,840 13,700 16,833 +7,993 

NJ Bound Brook 0 70 25 +25 

NY Syracuse 160 300 165 +5 

NC Morganton 450 818 708 +258 

SC Spartanburg 75 84 76 +1 

SO Sioux Falls 0 22 27 +27 

VA Sterling 0 34 7 +7 

WI State Total 4,713 16,106 18,970' +14,257 

Appleton 950 1,850 2,000 +1,050 

Eau Claire 500 1,859 2,160 +1,160 

Green Bay 493 1,572 2,300 +1807 

La Crosse 600 1,898 2,390 +1,790 

Madison 0 650 750 +750 

Manitowoc 0 800 1,IS0 +1,150 

Milwaukee 1,000 3,000 3,250 +2,250 

Oshkosh 0 658 930 +930 

Sheboygan 700 1,178 1,800 +1,100 

Wausau 750 1,800 2,040 +1,290 

Other Places 0 841 1,030 +1,030 

• Primary Location refers to the city within the State with the largest Hmong population in 1983. 

, These figures represent the State totals and do, in some instances, include Hmong from locations other 

than the one cited as the primary location. 

'These figures for the State of Wisconsin are MAA estimates and are about 10% higher than Census reports. 
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I n  sharp contrast to th is  pattern ,  Table 2 a lso ind icates that 1 1  

states exper ienced an aggregate Hmong popu lat ion i ncrease of 54,456 

between  1 983 and 1 990. And in this g roup ,  the th ree states of Cal i forn ia ,  

M i n nesota,  and Wiscons in  accou nt for  72 percent of the aggregate 
i nc rease in H mong populat ion .  I n  short ,  the data g ive evidence of q u ite 
s ubstant ia l  amounts of Hmong popu lat ion red istribut ion over a re latively 
short span of t ime.  As re lat ive ly l itt le of this change m ight be accou nted 
fo r in terms of d iffe rent ia l  fe rt i l i ty, we may safe ly conc lude that it is 
pr i nc ipa l ly  the resu lt of secondary m ig rat ion  trends supp lemented , to 
some extent , by new refugee arrivals who would p redictably tend to fo l low 
the movement patte rns of the i r  sponsori ng  fami l ies .  

Othe r i ns ights i nto Hmong m ig rat ion  and sett lement patterns 
a re p rovided when we look at the geog raph ic d istri but ion of various 
Southeast As ian g roups by the t ime of  the 1 990 Census .  One fact is 
read i ly  apparent ;  namely, Cal ifo rn ia  remains the State of p reeminent 
att ract ion  to most Asian immig rant g roups i n  Amer ica.  The pe rcentage 
of the Southeast Asian aggregate g roup popu lat ions in Cal i forn ia i n  1 990 
was as fo l lows:  

H mong 52 percent 
Cambodian 46 percent 
V ietnamese 45 .5  percent 
Laot ian 39 percent 
Thai 35 percent 

On the one hand, this ref lects the fact that Cal i fo rn ia  is, by far, the largest 
mag net state fo r legal  imm ig rants i n  the U n ited States att ract i ng  40 
percent of the 1 ,827, 1 67 people g ranted legal permanent res idence i n  
th i s  nat ion i n  1 99 1 . On the  othe r  hand ,  i t  a l so  ref lects a long establ ished 
ethn ic t rad it ion  of As ian immigration  p refe rence fo r the West Coast reg ion 
of America. 23 Th is  also reflects a strong  motivat ion of  these g roups to 
form eth n ic enc lave commun it ies wh ich may fac i l i tate the i r  adaptat ion to 
the mainstream society without hav ing to lose touch wi th the fundamentals 
of the i r  eth n ic t rad it ions . So even with i n  the State of Cal i forn ia we tend 
to f i nd  that these g roups are concentrated with in  ce rtai n  count ies to the 
exc lus ion  of others (for example ,  Fresno Cou nty, by itself, accounts for 
about 40 percent of a l l  H mong persons i n  the State as of the 1 990 
census) .24 The fou r  Cal i forn ia count ies of Fresno,  Merced , Sacramento, 
and San Joaqu i n  together account for ove r 74 percent of the i n-state 
H mong popu lat ion .  

F u rthe r  ev idence of t h i s  g e n e ra l  te nde ncy towards eth n i c  
concentrat ion is  p rovided when w e  combine the popu lat ions o f  the three 
states most heav i ly  sett led by each of the So utheast As ian g roups 

represented i n  Table 3 . And of these g roups the Hmong are the most 
geographica l ly concentrated . 
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Table 3.  T h e  Geographic Distribution of Select IndoChinese Populations b y  State: 1990 

Hmong Vietnamese Cambodian Laotian Thai 

Alabama 8 2,274 427 799 526 

Alaska I 582 50 226 369 

A rizona 9 5,239 787 855 1,38 1 

A rkansas 23 2,348 28 1,982 248 

California 46,892 280,223 68, 1 90 58,058 32,064 

Connecticut 45 4,085 1,754 2,989 529 

Delaware 0 348 23 107 142 

District of Columbia 0 747 55 5 1  212 

Florida 7 16,346 1,6 1 7  2,423 4,457 

Georgia 320 7,80 1 2, 140 3,5 1 1  1,608 

Hawaii 6 5,468 1 19 1,677 1 ,220 

Idaho 0 600 66 482 1 88 

Illinois 433 10,309 3,026 4,985 5, 180 

Indiana 57 2,467 412 674 654 

Iowa 227 2,882 61 1 3,374 921 

Kansas 6 1 3  6,577 550 2,315 675 

Kentucky 1,505 231 260 403 

Louisiana I 1 7,598 308 1 ,024 704 

Maine 0 642 767 1 0 1  1 13 

Maryland 8,862 1,768 767 2,578 

Massachusetts 248 15,449 14,050 3,985 1,424 

Michigan 2,257 6,117 874 2, 1 90 1,284 

Minnesota 16,833 9,387 c3,858 6,38 1 576 

Mississippi 7 3,815 24 59 239 

Missouri 13 4,380 628 654 1,088 

Montana 1 46 1 59 4 1 85 107 

Nebraska 78 1,806 98 810 343 

Nevada 24 1,934 244 804 1,823 

New Hampshire 2 1,501 553 380 233 

New Jersey 25 7,330 475 478 1,758 

New Mexico 0 1,485 55 522 440 

New York 165 15,555 3,646 3,253 6,230 

North Carolina 708 5,211 1 ,367 2,048 1, 183 

North Dakota 2 281 54 54 114 

Ohio 253 4,964 2,213 2,578 1,515 

Oklahoma 207 7,320 307 902 942 

Oregon 438 9,088 2, 1 01 3,262 876 

Pennsylvania 358 15,887 5,495 2,048 1 ,293 

Rhode Island 884 772 3,655 2,579 141 

South Carolina 76 1,752 239 598 565 

South Dakota 27 268 76 138 1 29 

Tennessee 79 2,062 942 2,772 586 

Texas 176 69,634 5,887 9,332 5,816 

Utah 105 2,797 997 1 ,774 617 

Vermont 3 236 58 1 15 80 

Virginia 7 20,693 3,889 2,589 3,3 1 2  

Washington 741 18,696 11,096 6, 191 2,386 

West Virginia 0 184 27 38 226 

Wisconsin 16,373 2,494 52 1 3,622 502 

Wyoming 0 1 24 6 17 91 

TOTALS 90,081 6 1 5,494 147,688 149,0 1 4  91,275 
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Hmong 

Cambodian 

V ietnamese 
Laot ian 
Thai  

89 percent i n  Cal ifo rn ia ,  Wiscons i n ,  and 

M i nnesota 
63 percent in Cal iforn ia ,  Massachusetts , and 

Wash ington 
60 percent in Cal i forn ia ,  Texas, and V i rg i n ia  
49 .5 percent in  Cal iforn ia ,  Texas, and M i nnesota 
48 percent in Cal i forn ia ,  New York, and Texas 

The H mong are d ist i ngu ished from the other g roups represented in Table 
3 by the i r  a l most complete absence from no  fewe r than 20 states : 

A labama,  A laska ,  Ar izona,  De laware , D i str ict of Co lumb ia ,  F lo r ida ,  

Hawa i i ,  I daho, Kentucky, Lou is iana,  Ma ine ,  Maryland ,  M iss iss i pp i ,  New 
Hampsh i re ,  New Mexico, North Dakota, Vermont ,  V i rg i n ia ,  West V i rg i n ia ,  
and Wyom ing  each have fewer than  ten  res ident Hmong persons .  And 
a n ot h e r  n i n e  states- - -Arkansas , C o n nect i c u t ,  I n d i a n a ,  M i s s o u r i ,  
Nebraska, N evada, South Caro l i na ,  South Dakota , a n d  Ten nessee--
each have fewer than one hundred res ident Hmong .  None of the othe r  
g roups d isp lay any  comparable level o f  geographic compress ion .  

Exp l a i n i n g  Hmong Settlement Patterns i n  America 

There appear to be two pr imary fo rces which have been d riv ing 
the H mong resett lement patte rns---f i rst , p rospects for both i m mediate 
and long-te rm economic betterment and second ,  extended fami ly and 
c lan ob l i gat ions .  Add ing  on to these facto rs , secondary i nf luences on 
H mong resett lement i nc lude prospects for farm ing ,  access to job t ra i n i ng  
and  ESL programs, access to  short-term we lfare support (main ly AFDC) , 
favorab le c l imate and topography, and avoidance of large congested 
metropol itan areas . In short ,  this analys is suggests that the Hmong i n  
A m e r i c a  a re atte m pt i n g  to make the  best  ou t  of a most d i ff i c u l t 
c i rcu mstance by attempt ing to recover the i r  accustomed economic self
s uff ic iency without an undue abandonment of the i r  fam i l ia l  and c lan 
ob l i gat ions wh ich are at  the core of  the i r  cu ltu ral ident i ty. 

I n it iatives Towards Economic Betterment 

The var ious federal s ite repo rts on H mong resett lement p rovide 
a r ich record of how central the economic bette rment mot ive is  to the i r  
secondary m igration patterns. And yet t h i s  does not mean that the Hmong 
uncr i t ical ly accept the f i rst job offe r they get. Some Hmong actual ly 

leave jobs i n  search of lang uage programs and/or vocat ional  trai n i ng  
opportun it ies which carry hopes o f  bette r future employment.  To i l lust rate 
th is ,  the cases of Hmong m ig rat ion to and subsequent ly away from Fo rt 
Smi th ,  Arkansas and Port land , Oregon w i l l  be br ief ly examined .  Fort 
Smith  w i l l  be d iscussed fi rst as a case of p lanned secondary m ig rat ion 
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away f rom Southern Ca l i forn ia  (one of the Hmong  magnet states) . 
Subsequently, the Portland , Oregon case w i l l  be d iscussed to h i gh l ig ht 

other factors (but espec ia l ly  the ro le  of state and federal  welfare po l ic ies)  
that jo i nt ly serve to in f luence Hmong secondary m ig ration .  

The Fort S m ith Case 

The f i rst H m o n g  fam i l i es  to move to Fort S m ith  a rr ived i n  
November, 1 979 a n d  we re soon fo l l owed b y  othe rs w h o  fo rmed a 
cohes ive Hmong commun ity of 296 by 1 983 . S u rpr is i ng ly, "as many as 
e ighty percent of the employab le ad u lts who went to Fort Sm ith were not 
on publ ic  ass istance pr ior  to the i r  move but left steady, fu l l -t ime jobs i n  
order  t o  gO. "25 The odd ity o f  th is  resett lement effort i s  compounded by 
real iz ing  that th is  move meant leav ing  rather  than rejo i n i ng  re lat ives.  
Th is puzzl i ng  mig rat ion of Hmong i nto an u ncharted reg ion of the Un ited 
States is best understood as an outg rowth of Hmong p lan n ing  for long
term economic se lf-suff ic iency. The s i te  report i nd icates that, r ig htly o r  
wrong ly, t he  Hmong  leaders be l ieved that by  re locat ing  i n  Fort Sm ith a 
number of social  and economic advantages wou ld accrue ;  namely, i t 
was be l ieved that there we re good prospects for many man ufactu ri ng  
jobs,  that there were reasonable p rospects fo r  sma l l  farm ing ,  that i t  was 
feas ib le  for Hmong to p u rsue self-employment th rough smal l  bus i ness 
ventures, that the cost of l iv i ng  in Arkansas was less than most othe r  
states ,  and  i n  general that the i r chances o f  becoming  i ndependent of 
welfare and uncertain emp loyment were improved . I n  short ,  the whole 
Fo rt Smith co m m u n ity re locat ion  was p re m ised upon p rospects of 
economic betterment with less government interference stemming  from 
we l fare dependence .  I t  i s  notewo rthy  as we l l  t h at t h i s  " p i o n e e r  
commun ity" attracted H mong fam i l ies from various parts of Cal iforn ia ,  
f rom Montana (M issou la) , f rom I l l i no is ,  f rom Ok lahoma,  f rom M i n nesota 
(St. Pau l ) ,  and from Utah (Salt Lake C ity) . 

However, i n  sp ite of an ausp ic ious start, economic d iff icu l t ies 
soon arose i n  a fa lte r ing state economy. Many jobs were lost and the 
d reams of becoming self-employed by acqu i ri ng  and farm ing  land ,  rai s i ng  
l ivestock, and  creat ing bus iness enterprises qu ickly faded . I nstead , many 
Hmong fam i l ies fou nd themselves unemp loyed , without AFDC e l i g i b i l ity, 
and with mount i ng  hospital b i l ls i ncu rred as a resu l t  of ch i l db irth  and 
i l l nesses. By 1 988,  there were on ly  46 Hmong i n  the State of  Arkansas 
and by 1 990 only 23. The Hmong ,  i n  th is scenar io,  were clear ly motivated 
to move i nto and  l ate r ou t  of t he  State of A rkansas p r i m a r i l y  by 
emp loyment p rospects and the l i ke l i hood of be ing ab le to farm fo r a 

l i v i n g .  And today there is a s i m i la r  movement of Hmong i nto the State of 
Sou th  Caro l i n a  s e e k i n g  a n  ag r i c u l t u ra l  l i festy le  w h e re eco n o m i c  
se l fs uff i c ie ncy m i g ht b e  poss i b l e  w i thout  t he  necess ity o f  wel fa re 
dependence and where t rad it ional fami ly  and c lan ob l igat ions m ight more 
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eas i ly be obse rved . 

The Portland Case 

The Hmong sett lement in and subsequent mass m ig rat ion  out 

of Po rt land ,  Oregon beg ins  in 1 976 and extends over the decade of the 
1 980s . The f i rst H mong to arr ive in Port land in 1 976 were among the 
ear l i est refugee arr ivals of th is  g roup  in the U n ited States .  As was 
customary at t h i s  t ime ,  these refugees we re hand led  by vo l u nta ry 
agenc ies such as the Cathol ic Resett lement Off ice of Catho l ic  Char it ies 
who ident i f ied sponsors to assist these fami l ies i n  the i n it ia l  adjustment 
to American society. However, by 1 98 1 , Hmong fam i l ies a l ready sett led 
in Po rt land began assum ing  the major  ro le of sponsors for  new arr ivals 
from the refugee camps of Thai land .26 These new arr ivals p l us  added 
secondary m ig rat ion  swe l led the s ize of the Port land Hmong commun ity 
to a peak of 4 ,500 by December, 1 98 1 . However, an  exodus  m i g rat ion  
to the Central San Joaqu i n  Val ley of  Cal i forn ia  began i n  the Fal l  of 1 98 1  
and cont inued through the Spr ing of 1 983 d ropping the H mong popu lat ion 
i n  Port land to one-fou rth its pr ior  s ize ( 1 ,068 persons) . And s i nce then 
the H mong  popu lat ion i n  the ent i re State of Oregon has d ropped to j ust 
438 persons .  I n  o rder  to accou nt for th is  90 percent deci mat ion of the 
Port land H mong commun ity i n  less than a decade ,  we m ust cons ider  
both the push and pu l l  factors operat ive i n  th is  State.  Among the var iety 
of pu l l  facto rs were the d ream of smal l  farming  opportun it ies in Cal i forn ia ,  
access to more Eng l ish language t rai n i ng  p rograms i n  Cal ifo rn ia ,  the 
des i re to p romote fami ly  reu n if icat ion ,  and access to fami ly  we lfare 
p rog rams i n  Cal iforn ia .  

Foremost among the push factors were the chang i ng  federa l  
po l ic ies def i n i ng  we lfare e l i g ib i l ity for the Hmong refugees.  As many 
Hmong  arr ived i n  the US  without e i ther Eng l i sh  speaki ng  apt i tude or 
marketab le job sk i l l s ,  the need for special t ra in i ng  and/o r temporary cash 
ass istance was c ri t ica l .  And, s i nce most states had "fami ly  composi t ion" 
rest r ict i ons  which excl uded two parent Hmong  fam i l ies f ro m  AFDC 
e l i g i b i l ity, t he  federal Government enacted var ious b i l l s  between 1 975 
and 1 992 extend ing  cash assistance to needy I ndoCh inese refugees .  
Th is  commenced wi th the I ndoCh ina M ig rat ion  and Assistance Act  of  
1 97 5  and was fo l lowed by the  I ndoC h i na M i g rat i o n  and  Refugee  
Ass istance Act o f  1 977 . These b i l ls were fo l lowed by  the  we l l -known 
Refugee Act of 1 980 wh ich re moved "fam i l y  compos i t i on "  we l fa re 
requ i rements and created the Refugee Cash Assistance (RCA) p rogram.  
Th is  i mportant p rogram provided for the federal Gove rn ment to pay 1 00 
percent of the pub l ic assistance costs of each arr iv i ng  I ndoCh inese 
refugee over a th ree year per iod . However, beg i nn i ng  in 1 982 federal 
subs idy of RCA was d im i n ished to 1 8  months and was then red uced to 
on ly 8 months i n  1 992. The consequence of th is van ish ing federal we lfare 

20 



Bulk-Hmollg 011 the Move 

subs idy for I ndoChi nese refugees was to e levate the importance of state 
we lfare pol ic ies .  And Oregon was one of the twenty-fou r  states that 
restricted AFDC e l i g ib i l ity to s i ng le parent fam i l ies .27 S i nce Hmong are 
a very fami ly-or iented g roup with an extremely low d ivorce rate, re latively 

few Hmong fami l ies i n  Port land met the s i ng le parent AFDC requ i rement ,  
thereby i ntensify ing the economic pressu re to resett le .  

By contrast, Cal iforn ia extends AFDC e l i g ib i l ity to needy fami l ies 
without regard to whether o r  not both pare nts are l iv ing together. I n  
addit ion ,  Cal i forn ia and Wiscons in  are among the few states who take 

the generous approach i n  i nte rp ret ing  the ru le that rec ip ients p rove that 
they have worked for s ix of the p rev ious th i rteen quarters i n  o rder  to be 
e l ig ible for welfare support .28 As a consequence, welfare e l ig ib i l ity pol ic ies 
resu lted i n  a strong motive fo rce to leave Oregon and ente r ne ighbori ng  
Cal iforn ia . 29 Th i s  i s  i n  fact t he  local ity to  wh ich  most o f  t he  Portland 

H mong d id m ig rate . 
It is of te l l i ng  s ign if icance that of the 1 ,068 Hmong i n  Port land 

i n  1 988,  some 87 percent of the fam i l ies there we re economical ly self
suffic ient. This is i n  sharp contrast to the 28 pe rcent of the Hmong fami l ies 
i n  Cal i forn ia that were self-suff ic ient as of th is same date.  Whi le there is  
no ignor ing the fact that the th ree States att ract ing  the g reatest Hmong 
popu lat ion g rowth between 1 983 and 1 990 are the same states w i th  the 
h ighest percentage of  fam i l ies  on welfare , th is  shou ld  not  be i nterpreted 
to mean that Hmong prefe r welfare dependency over economic self
suff ic iency. On the contrary, as the Port land case i nd icates, the Hmong 
are inc l i ned to  m ig rate mostly out of  economic necess ity. Those Hmong 
fam i l ies who have been successfu l  i n  earn i n g  enough money to get  off 
welfare subs idy have for the most part chosen not to mig rate even when 
many k insmen f rom the same local ity have moved on i n  search of better 
employment p rospects . Good evidence of th is  i s  p rovided by compari ng  
the ave rage econom ic  se l f -suff i c ie ncy of  the  Hmong co m m u n it i es  
ident if ied as  pos it ive-g rowth and  those ident i f ied as  negative-g rowth i n  
Table 2 .  The  mean economic  se l f -suff ic iency of the fam i l ies  i n  the  
negative-g rowth H mong commun it ies is  84 percent wh i le  the fami l ies i n  
t he  pos i t i ve-g rowth H mo n g  c o m m u n it i es  have a mean  eco n o m i c  
se lfsuff ic iency of j ust 30 percent .  T h e  nu mber  o f  H mong fam i l ies i n  th is  
former  g roup was 1 , 594 wh i le  the n umber of H mong fam i l ies i n  the latter  
g roup  was 1 5 ,2 1 7 . I t  appears that Hmong fami l ies wi thout adequate 
j o b s  o r  adeq u ate  j o b  p ros pects move on w h i l e  t hose  w h o  h ave 
establ ished some measu re of  economic v iab i l ity remain .  However, s i nce 
most H mong who s ucceed i n  becom i n g  econom ica l ly  se l f -suff ic ient  
genera l ly do not  own bus inesses, the i r  capacity to employ fe l l ow H mong 
o r  to susta in  large numbers o f  dependents is  very l im ited . Th is  fact, i n  
tu rn ,  accounts for much  o f  the  ongo ing  secondary m ig rat i on .  And the  
states most l i ke ly to  attract the less  fortunate job-seek ing H mong  a re 
Cal iforn ia ,  Wiscons i n ,  and M i nnesota. The s imp le  explanat ion for th is  i s  
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that these states have emerged as the "most fr iendly" towards the H mong 

i n  te rms of the i r  AFDC pol ic ies and , equal ly important, i n  te rms of  the i r  
support services re lat ing  to  language t ra in ing  and job p lacement .  Fo r 

example ,  Wiscons in  and M i nnesota were two of the f ive states wh ich 

e lected to part ic i pate i n  the Key States I n i t iat ive (KS I )  i n  1 987.  Th is  i s  a 
fede ra l ly funded ,  vo l untary p rogram that supports a set of coord i nated 
act i o n s  to  i n c rease se l f -suf f ic ie ncy of H mo n g  and oth e r  seve re ly  
d isadvantaged refugees.  The  essence o f  the  KSI  approach is to  remove 
the most c rit ical barrie rs to fami ly  self-suff ic iency on a g roup-specif ic 
bas i s . 3o 

Extended Fam ily and Clan Obl i gations 

The fact that the large majo rity of the Hmong fam i ly  u n its in the 
U n ited States are not yet economical ly self-suff ic ient means that there 
are strong  p ressu res on  these fam i l ies .  And s i nce some states have 
de l iberate ly made p rogrammatic effo rts to meet the needs of the H mong 
refugees ,  th is  has  produced a ce rta i n  g ravitat ional  pu l l  towards e i ther  
Cal ifo rn ia ,  Wiscons in ,  or  M i n nesota. And th is is  whe re Hmong c lan ,  
fam i ly, and ancestral ob l igat ions enter as another  powerfu l  factor  in  
expla i n i n g  the g roup 's  resett lement patte rns . 3 1 

As unemployed adu lt Hmong ,  who are st i l l  the major ity, g ravitate 
towards the states with the most refugee support services and the h ighest 
month ly AFDC cash payments,  fam i ly reun if ication  p ressu res tend  to 
attract othe rs who may be on ly  marg inal ly employed in other  reg ions .  
As stated i n  one of  the  federal Hmong resett lement stud ies ,  "the attraction 
of  fam i ly  reu n if icat ion and the des i re of  the popu lat ion to l ive together  
seem to become an increas i ng ly i rres ist ib le force,  so that i n  p laces l i ke 
the Central Val ley of Cal i forn ia ,  fo r example ,  m ig rat ion  cont i nues even 
i n  the face of massive unemployment, h igh  welfare dependence and 
i nadequately funded social serv ices . " 32 Of cou rse ,  th is  same dynamic 
m ight work to pu l l  Hmong out of the magnet states if a secu re employment 
anchor  were to be establ ished elsewhere.  However, g iven the large 
p e rcentage of H m o n g  e l de rs wi thout  E n g l i sh  l anguage  f l u e ncy o r  
t ra n sf e r a b l e  j o b  s k i l l s  a n d  g i v e n  t h e  s u b s ta n t i a l  a m o u n t o f  
transgenerat ional  fam i ly ob l igat ion (often referred to as "f i l ia l  p iety") that 
is characte rist ic of H mong trad it ion ,  geograph ical ly scattered H mong 
ind iv idua ls become subject to  a k ind  of  cu l tural g ravity that pu l ls them 
back together i nto c lan  g roup ings .  The real ity o f  th is  i s  best v isual ized i n  
Table 3 where t h e  geograph ic spread of t h e  Hmong across states can 
be seen as far less than fo r the Vietnamese, Cambod ian ,  Laot ian ,  or 
Thai g roups .  Recall that there were 20 states with fewer than ten resident 
H mong persons .  

And not un l i ke some ethn ic  g roups i n  the  U n ited States but far 
more so than average , marr iage outside the H mong g roup  is strong ly  

22 



Bulk-Hmong on the Mo ve 

d iscou raged. Th is is  yet anothe r  i nd icat ion of how trad i t ional  custom 
operates upon the H mong to d i rect the i r  geog raphic movements towards 
areas where other  H mong  are a l ready sett led . 33 U n l i ke mainst ream 
Americans aff i l iated wi th n uc lear fami ly  structu res and re lat ive ly smal l  
n u m b e rs of c lose re lat ives ,  H mo n g  a re aff i l i ated wi th c lans wh ich  
recogn ize a meas u re o f  ob l igat ion i n  he l p i ng  t he i r  members to  adj ust to 
the i r  new society. Wh i le  l im ited resou rces genera l ly  cu rtai l  the ab i l ity of 
Hmong to accommodate moves of large numbers of clan re latives to a 

g iven local ity, the Hmong a re sti l l  re latively f ree to change res idence on  
a temporary o r  p rov is iona l  bas is .  Th i s  tendency may lead to  double 
count ing  of H mong res idents as they dec ide which res ident ia l  local ity i s  

most  p romis ing  fo r the fut u re we lfare of  o ne's i mmed iate fami ly. Of  
course, it is  t rue that Hmong ethnogenesis is  part o f  a d ia lectical p rocess 
through which ethn ical ly negot iated adaptat ion to mainstream custom 
and law occurs .  As such , the Hmong c lan system of social  o rgan izat ion  
cont i n ues ,  i n  i ts own r i gh t ,  to i n f l ue nce the  patte rns of res iden t ia l  
movement exh ib ited by  Hmong i n  the  U n ited States today. Th is  i nf luence 
extends to the t rad i t ional  customs through which Hmong leaders dec ide 
when and to where it i s  appropriate to move the i r  v i l l age .  H mong  
resett lement tendencies m ust be v iewed i n  t he  context o f  a cu l tu ra l  
he ritage that subord i nates the needs of the i nd iv idua l  to those of the 
fam i ly  (e lders espec ia l ly) and the c lan .  And it is  i n  th is  larger  context 
that the welfare needs of the H mong e lderly have a g reater i mpact over 
the resett lement f reedoms of the young  than we rea l i ze .  The conf l ict 
between Hmong and mai nstream American welfare t rad it ions is  wel l  
exp ressed b y  J e re my H e i n  as fo l lows : " I n  t he  Ame r ican mode o f  
i ncorporat ion ,  refugees are expected t o  use state resources a s  i nd iv iduals 
or  households ,  not as members of an extended k in  g roup or  an ethn ic 
commun ity. Refugees' res ist the social welfare system's i nd iv idua l ization  
o f  the  adaptat ion p rocess and  tu rn to the i r  k in  and  ethn ic  netwo rks fo r  a 
co l lect ive response .  Use of state resou rces is an  e lement  of t he i r  
co l lect ive adaptat io n ,  and the resu l t  i s  a constant conf l ict betwee n  
refugees a n d  refugee manage rs . "34 

Conclusions 

Whi le the patte rns of secondary m i g rat i on  exh ib ited by the 
H mong refugees s i nce 1 975 are superf ic ia l ly  baff l i ng-- -showing  as they 
do g reatest popu lat ion  g rowth i n  those reg ions with the h ighest rates of 
u nemp loyment  and wel fare depende nce---t he re is no nethe less  a n  
exp lanat ion for th is  that does not i n  any way i mply a def lated "work eth ic "  
i n  th is  commun ity. Th is  exp lanat ion o f  Hmong res ident ia l  move ments 
focuses on the reconci l iat ion of the twin goals of economic se lfsuff ic iency, 
compl icated by chang ing  federa l  and state welfare po l ic ies ,  and the best 
efforts of the Hmong to accommodate the i r  trad it ional obl igat ions to fami ly, 
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clan , and ancestors . I n  some i nstances , such as the previously described 
resett lement  in Fo rt S m ith , Arkansas, p rospects for  econom ic  se l f 
suff ic iency were so strong as to r isk resett l i ng  a H mong  commun ity i n  a 

state with very few refugee support services and strict welfare po l ic ies 

which rendered most H mong ine l i g ib le .  The site records i nd icate that 
those H mong fami l ies around the country who have been successfu l  i n  
f i nd i ng  jobs  and who have become economical ly self-suff ic ient are not 
so i nc l i ned toward movement as are those without such good fo rtune .  

N onethe less , a comp lete explanat ion of  H mong resett lement 
patte rns req u i res that attent ion also be paid to the vital  ro le  that H mong 
fam i l y, c lan ,  and ancestral  ob l igat ions p lay. Hmong are not " rugged 
i nd iv idua l ists" i n  the mainstream American t rad i t ion who are f ree to 

m ig rate wherever they m ight choose without giving serious consideration  
to the i r  commun ity ob l igations .  This imported cu ltu ra l  rea l ity may be 
seen as a lte rnate ly a strength and a l iab i l ity i n  the move towards H mong 
economic  se lf-suff ic iency i n  the Un ited States. On the posit ive s ide ,  the 
H m o n g  c o m m u n ity p rov ides a so l id  anchor  fo r poo l i n g  soc ia l  and 
eco n o m i c  resou rces and suppo rt i ng  some persons  who m i g ht not  
otherwise be capab le of  acqu i ri ng  gainfu l  employment .  On the negative 
s ide ,  soc ia l  t ies to fami ly and c lan may serve to constra in  the ready 
mob i l ity of younger  and more educated Hmong i nd iv idua ls .  

And f i n a l l y, beyo nd  these co re facto rs u n d e r ly i n g  H mo n g  
secondary m i g rat ion  patte rns ,  there are also a var iety o f  secondary 
i nf luences at work. For example,  the Hmong trad it ion of farming cont inues 
to motivate many fam i l ies to move i nto reg ions that they be l ieve offe r 
p rospects of smal l  farm ing .35 Another st rong in f luence upon H mong 
m ig rat ion  has been access to  job t rai n i ng ,  job p lacement services , and 
Eng l ish lang uage p rograms (such as ESL) . I n  add it ion ,  the Hmong d rive 
towards economic self-suff ic iency cannot be d ivo rced from the matter of 
chang i ng  federal  and state welfare pol ic ies.  The net i mpact of these 
changes has been to sh ift the welfare burden from the federal to the 
state level and i n  the p rocess has resu lted i n  some states being much 
more att ract ive to and supportive of Hmong social service needs .  

Some lesse r cons ideration  has been g iven to the c l i mate and 
topography of  a reg ion .  Pr io r to the i r  arr ival i n  the U n ited States few 

Hmong had any experience with the r igors of a f ri g id  winter season nor  
were many accustomed to h igh  dens ity u rban/i ndustr ia l l iv i ng .  The one 
common th read that appears to b ind the complex set  of motivat ions for 
H mong  resett lement is  " hope for the futu re . "  Not u n l i ke so many 
imm ig rant and refugee g roups i n  the h isto ry of the U n ited States ,  the 
Hmong demonstrate a f i rm resolve to adapt to the i r new society. The 
g reat cha l lenge confront ing the Hmong is to accomp l ish  this without, in 
the p rocess ,  breaki ng  the i r  t rad it ional k insh ip  bonds which are at the 
core of the i r  identity as a people .  
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In broad overview, we may conclude f i rst ly that wh i le publ ic pol icy 

has attempted to encourage the geograph ic d ispersal  of Hmong across 
America, the k insh ip  ob l i gat ions of this g roup have effect ive ly worked 
against this objective. Second ly, we may conclude that the pattern of 

Hmong secondary m ig ration ,  exh ib ited in th is  paper, fo l lows the genera l  
pattern of geog raphic concentrat ion exh ib ited by the other  Southeast 
Asian refugee g roups but takes th is  patte rn to a h i gher  leve l .  And f ina l ly, 
i nasmuch as the H mong cont i nue  to express a m ig rant as opposed to a 
m inority or ientat ion ,  the centra l ity of the i r  extended fam i ly and c lan 
ob l i gat ions are l i ke ly to re i nfo rce th is  resett lement patte rn .  
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