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The Construction and Reproduction of Hmong Ethnic Identity 

in China

Prasit Leepreecha

Introduction


This research project explores the ethnic identity of the Hmong in the Wenshan area of Yunnan Province of Southwestern China. I have attempted a basic ethnography on the construction of Hmong ethnic identity by exploring their myths, legends, rituals, songs and proverbs. Because the Hmong have no written language to record the past, these forms of culture have been constructed and reproduced instead from generation to generation. In their long historical encounter with the Chinese majority, especially in regard to state power and the sinicization processes, the Hmong have attempted in different ways to construct, preserve and reproduce their ethnic identity, rather than be absorbed by the mainstream culture. Beyond everyday practices in Hmong life, however, is the significance of the long historical relationship between the Hmong and the Chinese. Simple forms of everyday practice, the visible face of contemporary Hmong identity, stem from shared descent. 

The Concepts of Ethnic Identity and Cultural Construction/ Reproduction


According to Jenkins (1996), the term “identity” has the Latin root of “idem” and “identitas,” which means “the same.”  However, in contemporary use, it has acquired two basic elements: sameness and distinctiveness. He also notes that “identity is not ‘just there,’ but must always be established” (Jenkins 1996). Also, Berger and Luckmann (1967) state that  “identity is formed by the social process. Once crystallized, it is maintained, modified, or even reshaped by social relations.” Thus, identity is dynamic or flexible, depending on the context. It is a phenomenon that emerges from the dialectic between individual and society. It is an understanding or perception of who is whom  within society. Identity could be both individual and collective. At the individual level, a person may have multiple identities based on gender, ethnicity, nationality, social status, occupation, religion, etc. Collective identity is constructed on the basis of the similarity of a group’s members. Of course, in identifying the group’s collective identity, its difference from other groups is considered as well. Ethnic identity, therefore, is a collective identity of members of a social group who identify themselves as different from other groups.


The anthropological study of ethnic identity started in the 1950s. Initially, there were two points of view regarding the identification of an ethnic group. One was based on the cultural traits and primordial attachments of the group (Naroll 1964 and Geertz 1973), while the other argued that though there are differences in cultural traits and primordial attachments, members of an ethnic group normally cross the borderlines of those cultural patterns (Leach 1954 and Barth 1969). Later on, Keyes (1976) argued that “shared descent” is a common identity of an ethnic group. For example, language that group members use to communicate, legends that express a common origin, and the historical context in which they suffered are gradually formed and shared by an ethnic group. Tapp (1989), studying the Hmong, called this “historical consciousness.”  However, Tapp’s work does not explore the forms of ritual and other practices being reproduced in Hmong daily life in order to construct or reconstruct their ethnic identity. Keyes, furthermore, pointed out that the emergence and influence of the modern nation-state on ethnic identity must be taken into consideration as well.  


Thus, in this research project, I employ Keyes and Tapp’s approaches in exploring the influence of the Chinese government and Han Chinese culture upon the Hmong ethnic group in Southern China, in Wenshan of Yunnan Province in particular. Specifically, I investigate in what cultural forms the Hmong people use to express their ethnic identity and how they distinguish themselves from the Chinese.
 It is not my intention to pass judgement on the truth of such histories; my purpose is to understand the cultural construction being done by the Hmong people to maintain their own ethnic identity in the face of sinicization.

The Ethnic Hmong and Population Distribution


“Hmong” (Hmoob)
 is the name by which members of an ethnic group inhabiting southwestern China, northern mainland Southeast Asia, and several Western countries refer to themselves.  However, in China and Southeast Asia, the terms “Hmong” and “Miao” (or Meo) are still used interchangeably.  The term “Miao” (literally “rice-plant shoot,” “sprouts,” and in some sources, “weed”) first frequently appeared in Chinese classics under the names Miao-Min, Yu-Miao, or San-Miao.
   It referred to groups of people who inhabited the central plains of the Yellow and Yangtze Rivers. This was to the south of the territory of the legendary Emperor Shun, the last of five sovereigns prior to the founding of the Xia (or Hsia) Dynasty (2255-2206 B.C.).  Later on, the term was sometimes replaced by the term “Man” (barbarians) or “Nan-Man” (southern barbarians), which subsumed all non-Han groups.  During the Sung dynasty (960-1279 A.D.), the term “Miao” was used to distinguish the Miao ethnic group from the Yao, the Lao, the Zhuang or Tai, and the Keh-Lao on the upper Yuan River in western Hunan (Cheung 1996a and 1996b, Diamond 1995, Ruey 1960 and 1967). During the late Ming (1368-1662 A.D.) and early Ch’ing or Qing (1663-1908 A.D.) Dynasties, the Miao were categorized into two distinctive groups known as the Raw (Sheng) and the Cooked (Shu) Miao, according to their level of sinicization and “civilization.”  The Cooked Miao “lived nearer to Han centers of settlement or military outposts, came under the control of the state or the appointed local tusi [Han-appointed native leaders], and had taken on some Han customs or at least relinquished some of their own customs that were offensive to Han sensibilities.  The Raw Miao resisted assimilation, pacification and state control” (Diamond 1995).
 Though the term Miao appears in the title, some of the plates are identified as Kelao, Lolo, Longjia, Songjia, or Yiren.  The majority are presented as Miao subgroups. The term “Miao,” which was created by the state, was still being used to refer to various ethnic groups in Southern China until the end of the Nationalist or Kuomintang period in Mainland China. 

Although a post-revolution Communist government project academically and systematically classified different ethnic groups of the country, presently, the category “Miao” is still a problem.  The Chinese government’s project of ethnic identification, based upon the criteria of common language, territory, economy, and psychological characteristics or sentiments, was launched after the Communist Party took power in 1949.  More than four hundred groups of people were registered for approval in the early 1950s.  However, by the mid-1960s, only 55 groups (nationalities or minzu), including the majority Han, were officially registered.  All the rest of the groups were classified under these 55 categories.  During the Cultural Revolution, in the late 1960s and 1970s, one more nationality was added (Cheung 1996a, Harrell 1995). Up to now, many ethnic groups subsumed under other nationalities still struggle to gain official recognition from the Chinese government (Brown 1996, Cheung 1996a and 1996b, Harrell 1990 and 1996).


It has been suggested by Diamond (1995) and Schein (1986) that there are at least three major languages spoken by the Miao in China.  Each language group consists of several distinct dialects.  The first group is the Xiangxi language of Hunan, which has two dialects, each with less than a million speakers.  Speakers of this group call themselves names which are variations of “Gao Xiong” (Qhov Xyooj).  Their languages have been provided with pinyin romanization for school texts and other publications.  The second group consists of three dialects of the Qiandong language, found in central and eastern Guizhou.  The largest dialect group has over a million speakers and its own pinyin system, whereas the other two have over half a million speakers each but no pinyin systems.  They call themselves “Hmu” (Hmub) or “Hmo” (Hmob).  The last and most problematic language group consists of the Chuan-Qian-Dian languages, the diversity of which do not fit within the characteristics of the other two groups.  Nonetheless, this group is thought to have retained the most elements of the “ancient” Miao language.  Their speech is clearly intelligible to the White Hmong (Hmoob Dawb) and Blue or Green Hmong (Moob Ntsuab) dialects of Southeast Asia.  Speakers of this group number over two million and are dispersed in Sichuan, Yunnan, and Guizhou.  They call themselves “Hmong “ (Hmoob) (Diamond 1995 and Schein 1986).  Within these Miao language groups, there are also different sub-dialects and costume groups of the Hmong who live in southern China and northern mainland Southeast Asia.  For example, those who call themselves “Hmong” in the Wenshan District of Yunnan Province consist of seven distinct subgroups, by their own definition (see figure 1). My research site Hmong in Wenshan District fit within the Chuan-Qian-Dian languages. 
Figure 1: Hmong Groups in Wenshan, Yunnan

=============================================================


Hmong Names
English Spelling

Translation/ derivation

=============================================================


Hmoob Dawb

Hmong Daw

White Hmong


Hmob Ntsuab

Hmong Njua

Green Hmong/ Tzuang Xi leader

Hmob Peg

Hmong Pe

Pe area in Henan


Hmoob Pua

Hmong Poua

Po area in Sichuan


Hmoob Sib

Hmong Shee

Chi You leader


Hmoob Sua

Hmong Shoua

Chinese Hmong


Hmoob Xauv

Hmong Sao

Saw area

=============================================================


Due to the Han Chinese invasion and the strict rule of the Chinese government, the indigenous Hmong migrated to the southwest, into the Southeast Asian countries of Vietnam, Burma, Laos, and Thailand, from the late 1700s to the early 1800s. The most recent Hmong migration out of China to Southeast Asia was during the Yunnan Moslem or Panthay Rebellion (1855-1873) (Jenks 1994, also see figure 4), which the Hmong called “the War of Red Flag and White Flag”(Tooj Tsaab Haam 2002).  After the Communists took over Laos in 1975, the Hmong who fought side by side with the CIA in Laos fled to Thailand as refugees. They finally settled in third countries in the West.  

Figure 2: Distribution of Hmong Population by Country

=============================================================

Country


Number in Population

=============================================================


Argentina (1)



500


Australia (1)



1,600


Burma 
(7)



25,000


Canada (1)



600


China  (2)



7,398,035 (all subgroups of Miao)


France
(3)



10,000


French Guyana  (3)


1,400



Germany




150-200


Laos (1)



315,465


New Zealand (8)


100


Thailand  (4)



126,300 (excludes refugees from Laos)


Vietnam  (5)



787,604


United States  (6)


186,310

=============================================================

Sources: 
(1).  Lee 1998



(2).  Schien 2000

(3).  Culas and Michaud 1997

(4).  Kong Songkhroh Chaokhao 1998



(5). Central Census Steering Committee, Hanoi, 2000 

(6). http://www.hmongcenter.org/nataghmondat.html.



(7). My estimation, based on the information I was told by a group of 

Christian Hmong from Burma who attended a meeting in Chiang     Mai in 1995. They estimated about 3,000 households, with the average of 8 persons per household. However, Yang (1992) estimated 8,000-10,000 Hmong in Burma.


(8). Liaj Luv Xa Moo, 2/2003

I traveled to many provinces where the Miao people reside while doing my fieldwork in China, but my main focus was on the Hmong groups in Wenshan of Yunnan Province. In 1995, the total population of Wenshan was 3.1 million. The Hmong population was 382,664, the third most populous group after the Han and Zhuang. Other groups were the Yi, Yao, Hui, Dai, Bai, Menggu, Buyi, Gelao, etc. Therefore, the data I present here is based on what I gathered from the Hmong in Wenshan. It should be noted that because there is overlap and confusion about the use of the terms “Hmong” and “Miao,” I will employ the term “Hmong” to refer to only those who call themselves Hmong (Hmoob). Meanwhile, I will use the term “Miao” for other non-Hmong groups who have been subsumed under the minzu category of “Miao” in China.  

Figure 3. Map of Wenshan, Zhuang & Hmong Autonomous Prefecture, Yunnan Province
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Chronology of Major Events


Since the Hmong and the Chinese have a long historical relationship which informs the contemporary ritual practices and oral history of the Hmong in Yunnan Province, it will be useful to provide the chronology of major events that led to this cultural connection. However, it should be noted that different names were used in different periods of time and contexts. Therefore, the information here is based on the investigation and publication of the Miao people in China regarding their own history. Since the Hmong is a subgroup of the Miao nationality in China, the Hmong in Yunnan Province shared this chronology of major events. 

Figure 4. Chronology of major events relate to the Meo or Hmong

	Period
	Events



	c.a. 3000 BC 
	Jo Li hill tribe and Huang Di hill tribe fought along the Yellow River at Zhwo Lu. 

	The Yau, Shun and Yu kingdoms in the 21st century BC 
	The San Miao tribe fought against the Tan Yao and Yu Shun tribes. Following this fighting, the San Miau fought  the Nu Li Zhu kingdom of the Shia Dynasty. 

	8th and 9th century BC,  late Xi Zhou kingdom
	King Zhou Shun ordered General Fang Shu to launch a punitive expedition against Jing Mi.

	Near the beginning of the 4th century BC, late Zhang Guo kingdom


	General Zhwang Qiau during the Cu kingdom launched a punitive expedition along the east side of the Shwo Yuan River passing central Hubei into Qie Yang, Yie Lang and Dian Guo regions.

	 BC 221 to 206, late Qing to early Western Han Dynasty
	During the Qing Dynasty, the area of central Hubei was declared Mo Zhong County. Under the Western Han Dynasty, the name was changed  to Wu Ling County.

	36 AD, during the 12-year reign of King Jian Wu of the Eastern Han Dynasty  
	During the Eastern Han Dynasty a person by the name of Cau Shie Shian Luo was honored for his services in Yang Ke Prefecture, verified by King Jian Wu. This was known in history as the “Yang Ke Shie She” event.

	49 AD, the 25th year of the reign of King Jian Wu of the Eastern Han Dynasty 
	General Ma Yuan led more than 40,000 troops to attack Wu Xi at a place known today as the Yuan Jiang River in western Hunan.

	Early in the year of 115 AD, Eastern Han Dynasty
	In the Wu Ling and Li Zhong area, the Meo people along with other minority tribes revolted. 

	450 AD, in the 27th  year of King Liu Song Yuan Jia of the Nan Bei Dynasty 
	General Shen Qing Zhe of the Jing Zhou area led his troops to Wu Xi and plundered it.

	777 AD, in the 12th year of King Da Li of the Tang Dynasty 

  
	At places today known as Hubei, Hunan, Sichuan and Er Provinces, borders were established and controlled by an authority with the title “Mo Zhou Jing Luay Zhau Tau  Guang Cha She” (similar to a special envoy).

He controlled the twelve states of Mo, Chen, Jing, Se, Shi, Yi, Fei, Shu, Nan, Qing, Zhen and Bo.

	787 AD, in the 3rd year of King Zhen Guang of the Tang Dynasty 
	In the area of Sung Ding in the state of Mi Zhou (today known as Guiyang), the people were known as the  “ Shui Dong Song Shi” people.

	9th Century, during the reigns of Kings Da Zhong, Shian Tong and Qian Fu
	The tribe Nan Zhau Nu Li Zhu attacked the central Hubei area many times and captured many people including Meo and took them to Yunnan to become slaves.

	910 AD, reign of the Kings Liang  Kai and Ping Wu of Wu Dai Dynasty
	In the area of Xizhou, now known as western Hunan, lived two brothers, Pong Xian and Pong Gang. The people of this area called them Xizhou Pong Shi. 

	911 AD, reign of King Chian Hua of the line of Liang kings of the Wu Dai Dynasty
	In the area of Chen Zhou, now known as southwestern Hunan, lived Yang Zai Si. The people of this area called him Chen Hui Zhou Yang Shi.

	960 AD, the first year of the reign of King Jian Long of the Song Dynasty
	The leader of the Yao tribe, Qing Zai Shong, became the leader of the whole area of Chen Zhou. He then persuaded the Meo and Yao minority tribes to cooperate with him.

	1107 AD, first year of King Da Guan of the Sung Dynasty 
	In the area Si Zhou, now known as northeastern Hubei, lived Tian You Gong. The people of this area called him Si Zhou Yang Shi.

	1283 AD, 20th year of King  Zhi Yuan of the Yuan Dynasty 
	In the area called Zhou Xi Shi Ba Dong, now known as Hunan, Hubei, Sichuan and Er Provinces, the Meo tribes people opposed the Yuan Dynasty.

	1356 AD, 16th year of King Zhi Zhen of the Yuan Dynasty
	The Yuan Government ordered General Yang Wang Zhi of the Meo tribe to take his 100,000 strong Meo soldiers to the areas of Suzhou, Zhejiang and Anhui to stop a revolt.

	1366 AD, 26th year of King Zhi Zhen of the Yuan Dynasty  
                                 
	A person named Wu Tian Bao led Meo and Yao troops from southwest Hunan to fight against the government and captured the five states of Chen, Yuan, Xu, Jin and Wu Tong and the provinces Hubei and Henan.

	1413 AD, 11th year of King Yong Le of the Ming Dynasty


	A new province called Guizhou was established. The provinces Si Zhou and Si Nan divided up. Si Zhou became Si Zhou,  Shing Hua, Li Ping and She Qian. Si Nan became Si Nan, Tong Ren, Niau Luo, and Zhen Yuan.

	Between 1426 and 1433 AD, 1st to the 8th years of King Xuan De of the Ming Dynasty
	At the border between Hubei and Hunan near the La Er Mountain, the Meo fought against the government. The government of the reigning Ming Dynasty sent 120,000 troops to put down the revolt. 

	Between 1436 and 1454 AD,  from the 1st year of King Zhen Tong to the 4th year of King Tian Shun of the Ming Dynasty
	For 24 years, two people named Mong Neng and Li Tian Bao led Meo troops from southwest Hunan to revolt against the government.



	Between 1449 and 1451 AD, from the 14th year of King Zhen Tong  to the 2nd year of King Zhi Jing of the Ming Dynasty


	The Meo and Li tribes revolted against the government in the following places:  

south of Pan Zhou state in Guizhou Province;

east of Niau Mong state in Sichuan Province;

east of Yuan Zhou state and the northern part of Wu Tong state of the Hu Guang Province (today Hunan and Guangdong Provinces).

	Between 1457 and 1459 AD, the 1st to 3rd years of King Tian Shun of the Ming Dynasty
	In an area of Guizhou (today a part of south-central Hubei Province) the Meo leader, Gang Ba Zhu, revolted against the government.

	1501-02 AD, the 14th and 15th years of King Hong Zhi of the Ming Dynasty
	Li Zai Wan from Chen Bu of the Meo tribe revolted against the government.



	Between 1536 and 1551 AD, 14th to 31st years of King Zha Jing of the Ming Dynasty
	Long Mu So and Long Xu Bao led Meo troops of the provinces of Hunan, Hubei and Sichuan to revolt against the government.

	1600 AD, the 28th year of King Wan Li of the Ming Dynasty 


	The government put down the revolt called Yang Yin Long, so named after the person who instigated it in Pan Zhou State. Pan Zhou was then divided into: 

two districts named Pin Yue and Zun Yi; 

two states named Huang Ping and Zhen An; and 

three counties named Tong Zi, Wong An and Lie Chuan

	1665 AD, 4th year of King Kang Xi of the Qing Dynasty


	The government put down the revolt called An Kwun, so named after the person who instigated it in the Ping Shue state. Ping Shue was divided into four districts: Wey Yu, Mo Xi, Da Ding and Ping Yuan.

	Between 1704 and 1730 AD, from the 43rd year of King Kang Shi to the  8th year of King Yong Zhen of the Qing Dynasty
	At the La Er Mountain Meo area, the government established four offices: Fong Huang, Qian Zhou, Yong Shue and Song Tau.

	Between 1726 and 1736 AD, from the 4th year of King Yong Zhen to the 1st year of King Qian Long of the Qing Dynasty
	The government of the Qing Dynasty in the southwest and middle south of the country (“Xi Nan and Zhung Nan”) in all provinces granted formal land title to people residing on land previously lacking proper title.

	Between 1729 and 1733 AD, from the 7th to the 11th year of King Yong Zhen of the Qing Dynasty
	The Meo people living in the southeastern Hubei area set up six government offices: Ba Zai, Gu Zhou, Du Jiang, Ching Jiang, Dang Jiang and Tai Gong.



	1735-36 AD, from the 13th year of  King Yong Zhen to the 1st year of King Qian Long of the Qing Dynasty
	Two Meo people named Bau Li and Hung Ying led the southeastern Hubei soldiers to revolt against the government. The revolt spread to many different counties.

	1740-41 AD, 5th and 6th years of King Qian Long of the Qing Dynasty
	Two people named Li Shian Yu and Yang Qing Bau from Cheng Bu County in Hunan Province led the Meo and Hui tribes to revolt against the government.

	1795-96 AD, the 60th year of King Qian Long and the 1st year of King Jia Qing of the Qing Dynasty
	Two people named Shi Liu Den and Wu Ba Yue led the Meo people from three provinces, Hunan, Hubei and Sichuan, to revolt against the government. The revolt spread to more than ten counties.

	1847-48 AD, the 27th and 28th years of King Dao Guang of the Qing Dynasty
	A Meo person named Lei Zai Hao from Shing Yu County in Hunan Province led Meo and Yao troops, along with the Han people, to revolt against the government.

	Between 1855 and 1873 AD, from the 5th year of King Xian Fong to the 12th year of King Tong Zhi of the Qing Dynasty
	Six Meo people from Guizhou Province -- Zhang Shiu Mei, Liu Tian Cheng, Pan Ming Jie, Ai Da Wu, Tau Shing and Chun Deng Ren -- led a revolt against the government.  History calls this the Shian Tong Revolt. The revolt spread to five provinces: Guizhou, Hunan, Sichuan, Guanxi and Yunnan.

	Between 1884 and 1895 AD, the 10th to the 21st years of King Guan Xu of the Qing Dynasty
	A person named Xiang Zong Zhou from An Ping Ting District, which was split up into two counties now known as Ma Guan and Ma Li Po, led the Meo, Han, Yao and Zhuang people to fight France and win back much territory. The fighting lasted 11 years.

	1906, the 32nd year of King Guan Xu of the Qing Dynasty
	Meo people from three areas – southern Hubei’s Du Jun, Gui Ding and Jiang Du counties -- fought against French missionaries.

	Late 19th century to the early 20th century, reign of King Guan Xu of the Qing Dynasty 
	Western imperialism robbed natural resources from the Meo people in Ba Zhai County (today Dan Zai) of Guizhou Province when a mercury mine was opened. An iron mine was opened at Ching Xi (today Zhen Yuan) County.

	1911, 3rd year of King Shun Tong of the Qing Dynasty
	The Meo people at Fong Huang County in western Hunan Province and Sung Tao County in Guizhou Province joined in the Xing Hai revolution
a and recovered western Hunan Province. 

	1916, 5th year of the Republic of China 


	The Meo and the Tu Jia people of western Hunan and eastern Sichuan provinces set up a national guard to oppose the Yuan Shi Kai monarchy.

	1926-27, the15th and 16th years of the republican era 


	The Chinese Communist Party led the Meo people from seven counties -- Chen Bu, Ma Gui, Fung Huang, Yung Shue, Qian Chen, Gu Zhang and Zhang Xi  -- to set up a farmer association in order to promote the development of farming communities.

	1927, the 16th year of the republican era
	The Chinese Communist Party set up Tai Ping Dong Soviet and the Mu Rey Shan base.

	1928, the 17th year of the republican era 
	A person named He Long led the Meo people to join a rebellion and at the same time set up a base at Hunan and western Er Provinces. 

	1932, the 21st year of the republican era

   
	The Meo people from Yunnan Province, Qiu Bei County revolted against the government. The Meo people in the surrounding counties joined in this revolt.

	Between 1932 and 1939, the 21st to 28th  years of the republican era 
	Wang Kai Hong led the Meo people from Fu Ning and Guang Nan Counties in Yunnan Province to revolt against the government. Wang Kai Hong and his revolutionaries joined communist farmer guerrillas in southeast Yunnan and fought against the government.

	1934, the 23rd  year of the republican era


	The special military group, 2nd Red Army Group, set up special military areas along the Mo Dong River, Ying Jiang, Song Tao and Xio Shan in Sichuan’s Qiu Gwei County to fight against the government. In the winter of the same year the 2nd Red Army Group met the Hong Liu Army Group at western Hunan Province. They set up a base at western Hunan and Yong Xun.

	1935-36, the  24th  and 25th  years of the republican era
	The Hong Jun Army Group from the central government. and the Hong E Army Group set out on the Long March. During the journey they passed four provinces where Meo people lived. 

	Between 1936 and 1938, the 25th  to 27th  years of the republican era 
	The Meo people in western Hunan revolted and overthrew a more than 140-year-old land system. 

	Between 1939 and 1945, the 28th  to 34th  years of the republican era
	A Meo farmer named Xiong Liang Chen in southern Hubei’s Wan Mo County revolted against the government and created a group to protect farmer interests. 

	1943, the 31st  year of the republican era
	The Meo and Hui people in eastern Hubei Province revolted against the ruling nationalist party, or KMT.

	1943 


	On Hainan Island at Bai Sha County in three places -- Zhung Ping, Nan Mao and Jia Rei – the KMT killed around 4,500 Meo people. This is known as the Five-Thirteen Event in history.

	1944, the 33rd  year of the republican era


	Chung Ai, a communist on Hainan Island at Wu Zhi Shan in the Meo area set up a base to support the revolution. In the same year the Japanese imperialists invaded Guangxi Province. The underground communists set up a group mainly of civilians joined by the Meo people to fight against the Japanese at Long Shue, Long Shen and Luo Shen Meo areas.

	1946, the 35th year of the republican era


	Chung Ai implemented land reform on Hainan Island in Wan Wu, Chung Zhung and Bao Ting Counties in the Meo area.

	1948, the 37th year of the republican era


	The communists at the Sung Tao Meo area set up a base to carry out guerilla warfare. 

The communists and the Meo, Li, Hui and Han people in eastern Yunnan Province, at Luo Ping, Shi Zhung, Ping Li, and  Guizhou Pan Counties set up the 3rd army detachment

to carry out guerilla warfare. 

The Meo, Zhuang and Han people in southeastern Yunnan set up the Dian Gui Mo
 the communist 4th army detachment.

	1949, the 38th year of the republican era


	The communists at the Dian Gui Mo border set up a border base at western Hubei’s Wei Yu County in order to help the Meo and Li people carry out guerilla warfare. 

   The communists set up the Liu Bei People’s Liberation Army unit made up of Meo and Hui people in northern Guanxi’s Long Shen, Shan Jiang and Long Shua. At the same time the government of the People’s Republic was established. 

	Oct. 1, 1949

Nov. 1949 to spring of 1950
	The Peoples Republic of China was established.

The People’s Liberation Army entered the southwest into Hunan, Hubei, Guanxi, Sichuan and Yunnan Provinces to free the Meo people in those areas. 

	1962-1966
	Cultural Revolution by Mao Zedong.

	Feb. 17, 1979
	A large Chinese invasion force struck into Vietnam, Hmong communities along the border were battlefields.


Source:  A Short History of the Miao Nationality, Guizhou, 1985 (in Chinese). 

The Construction and Reproduction of Hmong Ethnic Identity


From the daily practices I observed and information I gathered in Hmong communities in Wenshan, Yunnan Province, a variety of details pertaining to the long historical relationship between the Hmong and Chinese emerged. The information can be classified under the categories of myth, legend, ritual, song and proverb. Most of the relevant incidences were expressed in the form of ritual. Nevertheless, no matter what the form of Hmong practice, it can be conceptualized as the construction and reproduction of their ethnic identity. In performing or stating those practices over and over again in the Hmong daily life, their “historical consciousness,” to use Tapp’s term, is simultaneously constructed and reproduced. Essentially, the whole ritual or story implies the dichotomy of “we” and “they.” It should be noted that some whole rituals or stories of those practices express the encounter between the Hmong and the Chinese, while some just partially imply this. In the latter case, I will use just the relevant parts for analysis. 

The Myth of Flood and the Birth of Hmong clans


When human beings and other things first appeared on earth, they lived together. Human beings were not separate from spirits. But conflicts often happened. The Hmong ancestors then consulted one another and decided that they would seek and ask God (Saub) to solve the problem. God advised them to return home and make a shallow metal tray (vab tshaus tooj vab tshaus hlau) in order to winnow spirits from human beings. Human beings cannot transfigure themselves but spirits can. Hmong ancestors then returned home and did what God suggested. Since then, human beings have rarely been bothered by spirits.


In the era of Kao Joua and Jao Nar (Nkauj Ntsuab Nraug Nas), a Hmong couple, a confrontation between the Hmong and the Chinese occurred. Since Kao Joua, the wife, was a beautiful woman, the Chinese Emperor fell in love with her and tried different strategies to get her to become his wife. Both Kao Joua and Jao Nar left their hometown, fields and people to escape to different parts of the world. After they had hidden themselves for many years, they found out that their town and fields were entirely taken over by the Chinese. Angrily, they took cow feathers (plaub xib nyuj) to block all the caves from which the earth’s surface water flowed, causing a great flood. 


In order to escape, the Chinese made a big metal drum and put human beings and all kinds of animals and plants inside. The Hmong made their drum from dry wood and animal hide. Because it was just a small drum, only a brother and a sister went inside. When the water rose, the Chinese metal drum sank, while the Hmong’s wooden drum floated on the surface. 


As the water rose, the drum finally reached the basement of God in the sky. He then sent his bodyguard to explore and found that there was a deluge. God ordered the God of the Thunder (Yawm Xob) to use copper lances and iron spears to drill holes into the earthly surface. The water then flowed down these holes and receded. The drum finally settled down back onto the earth.


As they climbed out of the drum, the siblings discovered they were all alone.  “Where are the people?” cried the girl.  “And the animals,” said the brother.  Sadness filled their hearts.  It was now their responsibility to repopulate the world.  The brother then got an idea and said, “Marry me, so we can have children.” “But I can’t marry you,” she replied.  “You’re my brother.” The brother persisted, pleading with her everyday.  And everyday she refused, saying, “We are brother and sister, we can’t marry each other.” 


One day after confronting her brother, the sister picked up two stones.  “If you really want to marry me, we must do this.  You and I will each bring a stone and we will climb up that mountain.  When we get to the top, you roll your stone down one slope of the mountain, and I will roll mine down the other side.  The next morning, if both stones have gone back up the mountain and we find them lying together on the mountain top, then I will agree to marry you.” 


The brother agreed.  So he rolled his stone and she, hers.  That night, as the sister slept, the brother stole to the bottom of the mountain.  He found his stone and carried it back to the mountaintop.  Again, he crept down the mountain and carried his sister’s stone up to the top, too.  The next morning both of them climbed up together to the mountain top.  The brother pointed at the stones and said, “Look, the stones came back.  They are together.  Now we can marry.” The sister could not deny him.  So they married each other and lived together as husband and wife.  


After two years of marriage, the wife gave birth to a child.  This child was like a round smooth stone (zeb daus), without a head, legs or arms, but alive.  They then went to ask God about this, and were told to cut “the child” to pieces and hang these on branches of different kinds of plants near the house.  The next morning, there were many huts emitting cooking smoke in those places.  A couple consisting of husband and wife resided in each new small hut.  When the brother and sister visited and asked who they were, the new couple living in the hut roofed with leaves of pwm tshis (pue shi –a kind of weed), the plant on which they had hung a piece of meat, claimed, “We belong to the lis (lee) clan.” The couple under the ntsaj (ca –a kind of tree) roof said, “We belong to the yaj (ya or yang) clan.” The couple originating from the tauj (tao –reed plant), asserted, “We are the lauj (lao) clan.” And so on.
 


The key point of this myth is the cause of the flood, which is, from the Hmong point of view, the power of the Chinese over the Hmong. Other minor points also have a significance for contemporary Hmong cultural practices. For example, in Hmong culture, drums are only made from wood, covered by cow leather. They are not made from metal like Chinese drums or those of other ethnic groups. Also, the prohibition against marriage between siblings and within one’s own clan is still strictly practiced among the Hmong in different countries.  

The Legend of Chue Sho


One of the popular Hmong legends about the relationship between the Hmong and the Chinese is Chue Sho Toua (Tswb Xyos Tuam) or Chu Sho (Tswb Tshoj).
 According to the story,  a Hmong woman went to a grove near the village and sat on a rock to do needlework. As she felt lonely, she hummed and sang love songs. After a while, a male boar appeared. Since the two of them spent some time together, the woman later got pregnant. In order  to avoid being blamed by her parents and gossiped about by villagers, she decided to kill the boar and put it on a stump,up north of the village. 


She gave birth to a baby boy named “Chue Sho.” Due to his illegitimacy and poverty, Chue Sho became a stable boy of Chinese’s horses. He took the Chinese horses to the pasture daily. One day, Chue Sho saw a water cow (xib nyuj) come out of a big pond. Chue Sho went near it and played with it, even rode it and touched its horns. The Chinese employer who came to look in on him and the horses saw the relationship between Chue Sho and the water cow. The Chinese man thought he would ask Chue Sho to put his father’s ashes inside the water cow since it was a lucky animal. 

When Chue Sho learned of this plan, he thought about his own father’s ashes. That evening, he asked his mother for his father’s ashes. At first, his mother refused to tell him the truth because she thought Chue Sho would feel shame. However, when she learned of Chue Sho’s reason, the mother finally told him the truth and directed him to the place where he can find his father’s ashes. Chue Sho went to the stump and got pieces of his father’s ashes. He brought them home and asked his mother to sew a small bag for it.


The next day, he brought the bag of ashes with him. The Chinese employer also gave Chue Sho his bag of ashes and told Chue Sho to put the bag of ashes into the water cow’s mouth once he got the chance. Chue Sho then carried the two bags of ashes as he brought a herd of horses to pasture as he usually did. By late morning, the water cow came up from the pond to sunbathe as usual. Chue Sho walked towards it, touched it, and rode it as he did everyday. Once he got the chance, he tried to put the bag of his father’s ashes into the water cow’s mouth, but it would not open its mouth. However, it opened its mouth when he tried to put in the Chinese ashes. So he pretended to put in the Chinese one, and when the water cow opened its mouth, he put in his bag instead. Unexpectedly, the bag dropped out of the other end of the cow and the cow slipped back into the water. Later that evening, Chue Sho came back and told the Chinese man he tried to put in the Chinese bag but it did not stay in the cow’s stomach. The Chinese man then told him to hit the cow’s bottom with an open hand three times immediately after he had put the bag of ashes into the cow’s mouth.


The next day, Chue Sho brought again with him both bags. When he saw the water cow come out to sunbathe, he went to play with it as usual. Once he got the chance, he pretended to put the Chinese bag into its mouth, and again when the water cow opened wide, he put in his bag instead. Immediately, he ran to the back and hit the cow’s bottom three times. The bag of his father’s ashes finally stayed inside the cow’s  stomach. Suddenly, the water cow turned to return to the water. Chue Sho quickly threw the Chinese bag, trying to shoot it into the cow’s mouth, but he missed and it landed the cow’s horn. That evening, Chue Sho took the herd of horses to his Chinese employer and told the Chinese man that he had done what he was told, and had succeeded. While heading home at dusk, one bird sang loudly, “Chue Sho, you will reign for thousands of years.” Humbly, Chue Sho responded, “Not a thousand years, one hundred is enough.”


Just a few months after that, Chue Sho got an opportunity to go to school. He did very well in his studies and successfully competed against other Chinese students. Later on, he passed an examination and was appointed emperor. He took a new name, “Chue Sho Toua” (Tswb Xyos Tuam). After he had ruled for a hundred years, the Chinese started using various strategies to dethrone him. Finally, both sides decided to settle the dispute by planting flowers simultaneously. The one whose flower blooms the next morning would rule the country. Deceitfully, the Chinese  got up before dawn to examine the plants. Seeing their disadvantage, they switched Chue Sho Toua’s plant with theirs. At the appointed time, both parties went to examine the plants. They found that the Chinese one had bloomed. Though Chue Sho Toua knew that the Chinese switched the two plants, he could not argue against the Chinese victory because he had no witness.  He gave up the throne. Because of his great devotion to the country, the Chinese took good care of him after retirement, even performing a funeral ritual for him when he died. However, due to someone’s wickedness, the Chinese put Chue Sho Toua’s body into a metal coffin so he could not be easily reincarnated. That’s why the Hmong people still believe that one day, Chue Sho will escape his metal coffin and be reincarnated. On that awaited time, the Hmong emperor will return. 

Funeral Ritual of Fight and Protection from Chinese Robbery 


Among the Hmong in Yunnan Province of China and in Southeast Asia, there are at least two processes of funeral rituals that symbolize the historical conflict between the Hmong and the Chinese. The first one is the fight (tsa rog or nrhu rog) and the second one is the protection against Chinese robbery (ua Suav huas). The first ritual, the fight, still exists among the White Hmong (Hmoob Dawb) group, while the second one is performed by the different Hmong subgroups.


The first, the fight ritual, is performed before each meal during the funeral. This ritual is not performed for a deceased child, however, since it is not yet at an age when it can be a soldier. During this ritual, a team of several men carry their weapons and war instruments to guard the funeral house. If the dead person is male, they do nine rounds of the ritual; seven rounds  if the deceased is female. The pipe-reed blower leads the team. Other men carry guns, crossbows, horns, and a pack of blankets or clothes. The pipe-reed blower blows his instrument, the gunman shoots into the sky, the crossbow archer releases an arrow, the one with the horn blows it, and the one with a pack of blankets shouts.  They do this as though they are going to fight an enemy. Whenever the team comes to the door, another pipe-reed blower who is inside the house comes to meet them. Both pipe-reed blowers blow and bow to each other at the door.


The important part of this ritual is the contents of the pipe-reed song which has two parts. The first part of the two pipe-reed blowers’ song (one leads the team around the house while one blows inside the house) tells the dead person about fighting invaders. “Because the God of Hell issued a license to open the gate to our town, the Chinese foes therefore entered easily. You, the dead person’s relatives, carry swords, knives, crossbows and guns to resist the opponents at the gate and around the town. They blow horns and make noise to drive the foes away. We have already prepared thousands of our soldiers in the battlefield. We have waged war against the Chinese and lowlander enemies. Also, we have used swords, knives, crossbows and guns to fight with the god of Hell. We have also blown horns and made loud noise to reach the God of Hell. We have snatched and destroyed the license he issued to allow the Chinese foes to enter our town.” 


The second part of the pipe-reed song is blown by both pipe-reed blowers in front of the corpse after the team has gone around the house. The main purpose is to report to the dead person that the Chinese enemy came to his town. “We have arranged our troops to fight  the enemy. At this point, we have driven the enemy away, to the far valley and mountain, in both eastern and western directions. Furthermore, your relatives have attacked the Chinese and lowlanders’ towns. We have arranged for our soldiers to guard both sides of the pathway, so you can go through easily. We have taken possession and occupied the towns and fields of the Chinese and the lowlanders, so you can settle down comfortably and make a living.” 


The second ritual symbolizes actions that protect one against robbery by the Chinese while the soul of the dead person journeys to live with his/her ancestors in inner China. This ritual is practiced after the corpse is put into the grave, before closing the coffin and covering it with earth. The ritual performer holds a knife, pretends to cut the dead person’s headband and says, “If you meet the Chinese and they ask for your headband, you say that your headband is torn.” The ritual performer then pretends to cut the dead person’s shirt and says, “If you see the Chinese and they ask about your shirt, you tell them that your shirt is ripped.” He pretends to cut the trousers and says, “If you meet the Chinese along the way and they ask for your trousers, please tell them that they are torn.” Next, he pretends to cut the puttees of the dead person and says, “If you go then meet the Chinese and they ask about your puttees, you say that it is cut.” He then pretends to cut the dead person’s shoes and says, “If you see the Chinese and they ask for your shoes, you say that your shoes are ripped.” Finally, the ritual performer pretends to cut the dead person’s pack of rice and says, “If you meet the Chinese and they ask for your pack of rice, you say that you have eaten it.”


To Hmong understanding, both rituals symbolize the long historical conflict between the Hmong and the Chinese. According to Hmong ritual performers, although both rituals are nowadays practiced only at funerals, they represent the real experiences of the past. It is said that the first ritual is contemporarily practiced by the White Hmong group because once in the past, their ancestors were the main group who fought against the Chinese. Once, a Hmong town was blockaded by Chinese troops for a long period of time. The Hmong leader had sent soldiers to guard the town and fight the Chinese three times a day, especially before each meal. Unfortunately, one day, the Hmong leader died. In order for the Chinese not to know about this, the other leaders sent the soldiers to guard the town and fight against the Chinese as they usually did. This is while other Hmong  residents performed funeral rituals for their leader. They kept doing this until they had buried their leader and the whole town moved away during the night. When the Chinese discovered their absence, they were already far away. In order to maintain this memory, they have continued the ritual and passed on the real story to later generations in the form of ritual.  There was no Hmong writing system to record such story for their descendants. 

Hmong ritual performers gave two reasons why the second ritual is performed. The first reason is that in the past, the Chinese were very poor. They did not have rice to eat or materials for making clothes, so they robbed graves. The second reason is a combination of anger and traditional beliefs. During the long history between the Hmong and the Chinese, the Hmong were defeated and consequently migrated southward. Upon the Hmong’s departure, the Chinese had free run of the deserted place, and even dug up Hmong graves. It is a common belief that digging up ancestors’ graves means destroying the fortunes of the descendants. It was said that the Chinese wanted to destroy the Hmong’s fortunes and to prevent them from ever regaining power and control over the Chinese.

The Lue Shu Ritual


According to Hmong belief, catastrophe or sin may stem from the bad behavior of sub-clan or family members, death by accident, or an act violating devils outside the house during the past year. Therefore, it is necessary to perform the Lue Shu ritual (lwm sub) to sweep away these evil deeds. Otherwise, the catastrophe (sub) may cause disaster for the sub-clan or cause family members to die. According to Chong Her Yang, a Hmong ritual performer in Wenshan of Yunnan Province, the origin of this ritual is traced to the killing of Hmong ancestors by the Chinese when the latter invaded the Hmong homeland. After the Hmong ancestors were killed in battle, their souls journeyed back home seeking food and release in order to be reincarnated. Some of the descendants, however, did not pay much attention to the performance of rituals. Consequently, the souls of the dead persons punish descendants by causing sickness or, in some cases, taking the descendants’ souls with them. When a soul is taken from a body, the person may get sick and finally die. Thus, it is a Hmong tradition to perform the Lue Shu once a year in order to remove the possibility of a catastrophe happening in one’s home. 


One essential process of this ritual is the prayer to drive catastrophe away (ntuas qhauv). According to a ritual song, sung by Chong Her Yang while performing the ritual, the catastrophe was swept toward the Chinese and lowlanders’ towns and to dark and quiet places. He defended sweeping it toward the Chinese and lowlanders’ towns by saying that the latter were evil-minded people who had invaded and occupied the Hmong lands. Thus, performing this ritual will destroy the enemies, but not the Hmong. These rituals depict the Hmong’s negative perception of the Chinese which is due to the long history of encounters with the Chinese. They feel good performing this ritual that will ruin the Chinese because it is impossible for them to actually fight and win against the Chinese. 

The Sia Meng and Sue Ka Rituals


The historical relationships between the Hmong and the Chinese were not only those of conflict, but also of cooperation and reliance. Among the White Hmong group of the southernmost part of Yunnan Province, two rituals express the reliance between the Hmong and the Chinese. Those are the rituals to worship Sia Meng (txhiaj meej) and Sue Ka (xwm kab).
 Sia Meng is a door spirit, a tame spirit. It is invited to settle down at the door of each household, in order to prevent evil spirits from entering the house thereby causing illness among household members. In addition, the Hmong believe that Sia Meng accompanies the household members when going out for cultivation, animal raising, trading, etc. The Hmong use a piece of red fabric to represent Sia Meng. It is stuck above the rim of the door. 


The worship of Sia Meng is performed once a year, during the Hmong New Year. Before the ritual, an old piece of red fabric is taken out. A bowl of water is prepared for cleaning the door rim, and a new piece of red fabric is gotten ready. The ritual performer stands outside the door, holds a walking stick, silver bars and coins. The head of the household and other family members stand inside the house, hold different angles of a piece of cloth preparing to receive the silver bars and coins thrown in by the ritual performer. Dialogue between the ritual performer and the household head then begins, in Chinese.


Ritual performer: “Is there anybody home?”


Household owner: “Yes, we are. Who are you? Why do you come here?”

Ritual performer: “I’m a Peking person (a government official), I come from

Guizhou Province. My reason for coming here is to awaken and set up your Sia Meng. Since it has been knocked down by people who walked in and out of your door, it cannot assist you in making money, producing agricultural products, and raising animals. After I have set it up again, your family members will gain prosperity and will be healthy forever.” 

Household owner: “You said that you are a Peking person from Guizhou

Province and want to reestablish my Sia Meng. What kind of hat, shoes, and shirt do you wear?”


Ritual performer: “I’m a Peking person from Guizhou Province. I wear a gold

hat, a gold and silver gown, and a gold and silver pair of shoes. Both my left and right hands hold a walking stick for raising your Sia Meng, so you will be prosperous.” 

Household owner: “If so, I’m a household owner, I’m very pleased and allow

 you to do so.”


After that, the ritual performer uses the bowl of water to clean the door rim, then uses coins to nail the piece of red fabric into the wooden door rim. He then pretends to raise the Sia Meng with his walking stick. At the same time, he invokes good fortune for the household members. After that, he throws the silver bars and coins on the cloth held by household members inside the house. They wrap them and keep them in the bedroom. In addition, a rooster is brought out for the ritual.  After throwing the silver bars and coins, the rooster is thrown down on the floor. If it crows and defecates, that means it has brought prosperity and happiness to the household members. 


The significance of this ritual lies in the Hmong belief in Chinese superiority. Firstly, Chinese is used for the dialogue of this ritual. In that sense, Chinese becomes a sacred language of the Hmong ritual. The ritual performer has to be able to speak Chinese. Secondly, the ritual performer symbolizes a Chinese official of the central government who is based in Guizhou Province but represents the state in Peking. This expresses the influence of state authority on the Hmong ethnic minority who live in the Chinese frontier.
 Finally, the ritual signifies the influence of Chinese materialism on the Hmong, particularly the wealth ideology. The silver bars and coins that the ritual performer gives to the household members are considered the initiative event of incomes they will get later. Overall, the whole process of this ritual expresses the relationship and reliance between the Chinese and the Hmong. 


The Sue Ka ritual  is similar to the Sia Meng in terms of using the Chinese language and the wealth ideology. Like Sia Meng, each household of the White Hmong has the Sue Ka. It is represented by a piece of paper money hung on the wall inside the house, next to the shaman altar. The Hmong believe that Sue Ka brings to them four main kinds of prosperity: a full house of children, full wallet of money, full barn of products, and full pen of animals. The Sue Ka worship is annually performed during the New Year day and uses a rooster, paper money, joss sticks, silver bars and coins. While worshiping Sue Ka, the household head uses Chinese as a sacred language, the same as the Sia Meng ritual. 


According to a Hmong ritual performer in Yunnan Province of China, Sue Ka was a Hmong philosopher before the invasion of the Chinese. His name is Toua Lo Yeh (Tuam Los Yej). At that time, the Hmong lived in the plain area between the Yellow River and the Yangtze River. He then created the philosophy to stimulate Hmong people towards diligent work so they will improve their quality of life. However, as he got old, he told the Hmong people to set a piece of paper money to represent him after he died. Also, he told the Hmong people to worship him annually, by reciting the main idea of the song, since there was no Hmong alphabet system at that period of time. 

Songs


There are many kinds of Hmong songs. Mainly, there are songs of love, studies, migration, war becoming a daughter-in-law, being an orphan, etc.  Some of these songs tell of the historical relationship between the Hmong and the Chinese. For example, the song of studies implies Hmong inferiority to the Chinese and the lowlanders. The boy in the song has to leave his lover to go to school, with the expectation that in the future, after the boy has graduated, both of them will marry and have a life like that of the Chinese and the lowlanders. Meanwhile, the war song expresses the evil-mindedness of the Chinese invaders. The boy, the lover, has to serve the community by becoming a soldier and fighting the enemy. The girl is left behind to take care of the community and wait for his return.


Another part of the Hmong song that signifies the encounter between the Hmong and the Chinese is the beginning sentence of each of the Mong Njua and Mong Shue songs.  “Ntuj teb, ntuj taag qas ncua,” means “oh! sky and earth, they are no longer.” Lahua Lee, a Hmong leader in Wenshan of Yunnan Province, explained that it is related to a battle between the Hmong and the Chinese. Once in the distant past, Chinese troops encircled a Hmong town. Because the Hmong soldiers withstood the Chinese attacks, the Chinese tried many ways of defeating the Hmong but could not penetrate the Hmong walls. The Chinese thought of defeating the Hmong by killing the Hmong leader. They enquired after the Hmong leader’s toilet place and time. Then the Chinese soldiers quietly killed the Hmong leader while he was going to the toilet before dawn. After dawn, the Chinese troops entered the Hmong town easily. The Hmong troops looked for their leader to command the battle but they found out that he was murdered. His wife then exclaimed “Oh! sky and earth, there is nothing left over.” They have lost their leader, there is no longer a place for them. Today, among the Mong Njua and Mong Shue subgroups, the beginning sentence of the song still exists and is explained to the younger generations. 

Proverbs


Hmong society is a fruitful society for proverbs (niaj txhis piv txoj lus) which are classified according to content and meaning. Some of Hmong proverbs refer to the relationship between the Hmong and other ethnic groups, especially the Chinese. The Hmong perception regarding the Chinese is that the latter is a more powerful and civilized people.  This is because the Chinese are the majority group which control the nation-state. Many of the Hmong proverbs imply that the Chinese are selfish and take advantage of them

.


One popular Hmong proverb says, “qiv luag toj yug yaj, qiv luag tais rau ntxhai,”  which means “borrow their pasture to raise sheep, borrow their bow to put the rice water in.” This proverb reminds the Hmong that wherever they live, the land or country will never belong to them. They are the migrants and the newcomers. They just borrow land that belongs to others for a temporary stay. This is indicative of the long history of migration of the Hmong who leave when defeated by the Chinese and other groups. 


Another example of a Hmong proverb is “tsis ua luam ces yog kwvtij txiv tub, ua luam ces yog Suav qia dub,” which mens “if no trade, we are relatives, if trade, we become selfish Chinese.” It signifies the primary reliance of the Hmong on kin groups. Money or profit is not a main concern of exchange. In trading, however, where money and benefits are concerned, kinship relations between two parties are ignored, similar to how the Chinese deal with their own.


As mentioned earlier, the relationship between the Hmong and the Chinese is not entirely negative; in fact, some Hmong proverbs portray the Chinese as an ideal group. One Hmong proverb says, “siab ntev thiaj tau nom ua, zoo nraug thiaj tau nkauj Sua.”  (A man with) “a compassionate man will get a chance to be a ruler, (a) handsome (man) will get a chance to marry a Chinese girl.” This proverb again implies the inferiority of the Hmong. Because they perceive that the Chinese are more civilized or have a higher culture, Chinese girls have become their ideal women or wives. However, they will entertain only Hmong men who are intelligent and handsome. 


These examples of Hmong proverbs express the relationship between the Hmong and the Chinese, drawn from their long history of encounter. These proverbs are often recited whenever there is a relevant opportunity. For example, a Hmong man in Wenshan recited to me the second proverb before taking my money in payment for a CD. Also, a Hmong official in Wenshan mentioned the first proverb when we first met. He emphasized that the Hmong will consider their country whatever country they inhabit. This proverb should no longer be followed. 

Conclusion and Discussion


This article presents some manifestations of Hmong identity in the historical context of sinicization. I have attempted to explore the Hmong’s strategies in constructing, maintaining and reproducing their ethnic identity in the form of myth, legend, ritual, song and proverb. My purpose is to interpret Hmong villagers’ everyday practices in terms of ethnic relations and ethnic identity, particularly, how those everyday practices influence the Hmong people in constructing and bequeathing their ethnic identity. 


In the field sites, the Hmong communities in Wenshan of Yunnan Province, I found some cultural forms that have significance to my conceptual framework on the construction of Hmong ethnic identity. Those cultural forms include myths, legends, rituals, songs, and proverbs. Although the Hmong do not have a writing system, they have used these cultural forms of everyday life practices to pass on their history to the younger generations. Importantly, the everyday practice of Hmong cultural forms signifies the long historical encounter between the Hmong and the Chinese, particularly the influence of the Chinese majority’s culture and the state’s policies toward the Hmong ethnic minority.


There were many times when these Hmong cultural practices were suppressed by the Chinese, particularly under the Communist government’s policies and the Cultural Revolution, and these consequently reduced the practice of the Hmong cultural forms.  The Communist ideology denies the legitimacy of religious beliefs and practices and it is difficult to draw the line between religious beliefs and cultural practices. Also, because the Hmong have inhabited mountainous and remote areas of the southwest frontier, they were not directly affected by those policies. Hmong ritual leaders said that during the Cultural Revolution of Mao Zedong, from 1962-66, their ritual practices were banned. They even had to hide their ceremonial gong for funerals in a cave. However, after the Cultural Revolution, they resumed performing the rituals, in spite of the Communist government’s continued refusal to support any religious beliefs. 


At this point, schools have been built in almost every community, even the most remote places. School serves as a means to achieve the central government’s nationalist policies. Hmong children have to learn the nation’s history and cultural practices, instead of their own. Therefore, one might worry that their cultural practices will disappear in the near future as a result of nationalism and globalization. However, as I have observed in the Hmong communities in Wenshan of Yunnan Province, globalization, especially modern technologies of communication and networks with Hmong outside China, plays a great role in reconstructing their ethnic identity. Cyberspace provides a social space for Hmong in Wenshan to communicate directly with Hmong all around the world; they sit in front of a computer discussing each other’s lives in different societies or countries. Hmong myths, legends, and movies about suffering at the hands of other groups, are produced by the Hmong from the United States and then distributed in the form of CD or video among the Hmong people, even in the remote community in Yunnan Province. The Hmong journal  “Liaj Luv Xa Moo,” (swift sends message) provides an opportunity for the Hmong in different corners of the world to publish their experiences and opinions. This merging of ethnic stories and new technologies have served as a bond among ethnic members, regardless of the nation-state’s borderlines. Hence, this phenomenon offers a challenge for scholars to explore, follow up, and explain, specifically in the debates on ethnicity.
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�    While other groups like the Manchus and Mongols wielded state power in China’s history, it was the Han Chinese that principally concerned the Hmong, and it is the Han Chinese that occupy the Hmong collective memory. 





�   Henceforth, I use italics for those terms written in the Hmong writing system, the Romanized Popular Alphabet (RPA). 


�   It is not at all clear that the San Miao of classical sources were actually the ancestors of today’s Miao, including Hmong.  According to Schein (2001), although the official Brief History of the Miao asserts that “the Miao lineage can be traced to the ‘San Miao,’… More recent publications on Miao history have continued to debate the meaning of the ‘San Miao’ phrase itself as well as its relation to present-day Miao.” 


�  Due to the complexity of identifying the southern barbarian native groups, during the Qing period the famous “Miao albums” “were initially designed to educate officialdom about the habits and customs of various non-Han ethnic groups in order to be able to govern them more effectively” (Hostetler 1995).  According to Diamond (1995), these “albums usually include some eighty-two different groups, but some cover half that number or less.” Hostetler (2001), meanwhile, points out that the obscurity of the “Miao Album” is that it illustrates “non-Han groups in various parts of south China, including Guizhou, Yunnan, Guangdong, Hunan, and Taiwan.”


�   Thawjnyaj Yaaj, who worked for UNHCR in Thailand for many years, confirmed that UNHCR sent some Hmong families to West Germany. However, he does not know the number of this Hmong group (Thawjnyaj 2001). Leeber Lybuapao, a Hmong student who studied in Germany in the mid-1990s also asserted that he once visited those Hmong families there as well. This population statistic is estimated by him (Leeber 2002). Recently, Vaj Tsuj Yob, a Hmong in Germany wrote an article in Liaj Luv Xa Moo (1/2003). He states that in 1979 there were 65 Hmong refugees sent to Germany. However, he does not mention their present number.


�   According to Mydans (1997), there are 17,000 Hmong living in Tham Krabok Monastery of Sarabury Province, Thailand.  Some Hmong refugees from Laos have left refugee camps to join their relatives in Hmong communities in Northern Thailand. Most of them still have not been counted by Thai officials. 


� Sun Yat-sen’s Republican Revolution of 1911.


� Dian=Yunnan, Gui=Guanxi, Mo=Hubei.


�   Although all the Hmong people share the same folktale, the names of the plants from which the clans originate are different according to locations.  For example, I heard that the Yaj (Yang) clan in Thailand originated from the txiv pos daj (yellow berry plant), while the Hmong from Laos mention the ntsaj (ca) tree (Yang Dao 1997).  Some versions of this folktale say that pieces of meat were put on the nkuaj tshis (goat house), in the vaj (garden), and in the nkauj npuas (pig pen) etc., instead of on plants (see Johnson, 1992).  


�    The pronunciation of the term “Chue Sho” (Tswb Tshoj) is in accordance with the term “Chu or Chou Dynasty, between 1122-221 BCE (Fairbank and Edwin 1978). Among the Hmong in Yunnan Province, the term “Sho” (Tshoj) means “dynasty.”


�     The Shue Hmong (Moob Swb) in Yunnan Province calls the Sue Ka “Cho Sheng” (Choj Seej). It is put beside the Yu Wa (Yuj Vuaj/ Dlaab Tshuaj) and the shaman altar.


�    Not only the Hmong in Yunnan Province of China, but also the Hmong in Vietnam, Laos, Thai and Burma share this common ritual.





