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Abstract  

Over the past five decades, the Hmong community in Minnesota has navigated 

displacement, adaptation, and culture preservation in various ways. One of the most profound 

aspects of this journey has been the role of language in shaping identity and belonging in a new 

social world, specifically in the context of formal education. Hmong Americans exist within a 

part of the world where English dominates, yet efforts to maintain the Hmong language continue 

through initiatives such as heritage language programs and summer camps designed to promote 

language development and use among younger generations.  

While the Hmong community in Minnesota has gained increased visibility, the use of the 

Hmong language in Minnesotan educational settings has not been systematically studied through 

the lens of language reclamation and cultural preservation. This paper examines Hmong texts 

(written, oral, and non-linguistic) in and alongside American spatial and semiotic landscapes at a 

Minneapolis college campus during a Hmong summer camp known as iStrive. The program’s 

goal was to cultivate a space where students and teachers could transcend the cultural myopia 

that marginalizes language patterns and cultural practices that differ from the mainstream, which 

provided a context ripe for inquiry into this paper's research question: “How have Hmong oral 

language traditions, writing, and non-linguistic modalities each fared in the United States when 

practiced outside of their traditional Hmong spaces?” 

  This study raises awareness of how the material world shapes and constrains the 

Minnesota Hmong community’s efforts to reclaim their heritage language and helps lay the 

groundwork for future pedagogical approaches that support Hmong language teachers in the  

authentic use and transmission of Hmong. 

Key Words: Minnesota Hmong community, Hmong youth, Hmong language educators, 

multimodal literacy, writing practices, cultural preservation, linguistic landscape, geosemiotics, 

language and identity, heritage language education, culturally sustaining pedagogy, language 

reclamation 
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On the first day of iStrive Hmong summer camp at White River College in Minnesota, I 

stood in the cafeteria as our youngest Hmong students, preschoolers and kindergarteners, lined 

up with trays in their hands for lunch. This scene took me back in history, specifically to January 

26, 1946. Brave Hmong men led by French officer, Free French Second Lieutenant, Maurice 

Gauthier along with Hmong leaders Tou By Lyfoung and my grandfather, Moua Chia Xang, 

strategized and successfully reclaimed the provincial capital of Xieng Khouang, Laos from the 

Communist Viet Minh forces (Hamilton-Merritt, 1993). My father, Moua Lia, wrote in his 

unpublished memoir that these brave Hmong men decided to fight for three reasons: to eliminate 

the enemy, to end Hmong exclusion from education, and to overcome poverty. Sadly, some of 

those courageous men never lived to see this new generation of Hmong children born in 

America, attending school freely, speaking both English and Hmong, their food still lovingly 

Hmong. As I photographed their trays of food and the backs of their small figures, tears rolled 

down my cheeks. These children could not know why. I only hoped that attending iStrive would 

immerse them in the multifaceted sound of the Hmong voice, a voice which has been repeatedly 

silenced, valiantly fought for, and raised once again.  

After the communist takeover of Laos in 1975, the first wave of Hmong refugees 

resettled in Minnesota. Five years later, the passage of the 1980 U.S. Refugee Act facilitated an 

even larger influx of Hmong refugees and immigrants in Minnesota, especially in the 

Minneapolis-St.Paul metropolitan area. Today, the Hmong community, estimated at 100,000 

residents, constitutes one of the largest ethnic groups in Minneapolis-St Paul, making the Twin 
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Cities one of the most significant Hmong population centers in the United States (Pew Research 

Center, 2023). 

Over time, this Hmong community has developed multiple avenues for making its voice 

heard, expanding its social, political, and economic presence in Minnesota. In 1992, a Hmong 

person held public office for the first time when Choua Lee was elected to the St. Paul School 

Board.  Other victories soon followed: the Minnesota Hmong Chamber of Commerce was 

founded in 1996, 2002 saw the election of Mee Moua as the first Hmong American state 

legislator, and finally, the first Hmong Dual Language program was established at Jackson 

Elementary School in 2006 (Minnesota Historical Society, n.d.). 

Despite these significant achievements, the Hmong community continues to struggle to 

have its unique  voice and epistemology recognized, particularly in contexts dominated by the 

hegemony of English, where Hmong is often viewed as a deficient language requiring 

intervention, much like Hmong English language learners. Upholding the Hmong voice begins 

with preserving the full spectrum of the Hmong language’s linguistic architecture, a task that 

remains a pressing concern both pedagogically and sociolinguistically. From a pedagogical 

perspective, this issue surfaces in Hmong language programs across U.S. public schools, where 

Hmong teachers must present the language in line with standards that were created for English 

and use Hmong texts translated from English as anchor materials. From a sociolinguistic 

standpoint, it arises in the ongoing threat of language endangerment within the Hmong 

community as it contends with the hegemony of English. Hmong writing is in particular danger 

of becoming anglicized under the dominance of English, given its development within U.S. 
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borders and its use by Hmong American teachers and practitioners at the same time that Hmong 

people are constructing their Hmong American identity. Moreover, American educational 

structures may impose constraints that shape how Hmong orthography evolves, what topics 

students write about, how ideas are textualized, and who engages with and within these texts.  

Other Hmong scholars have re-claimed Hmong voices in academia by reinterpreting 

historical narratives and pedagogical practices from a Hmong cultural and epistemological lens 

(Vang, 2023; Vue 2023; Vue & Mouavangsou, 2021; Yang, 2023). However, little is known 

about how various modes of Hmong literacy (oral language traditions, writing, and non-linguistic 

modalities) have managed in the United States when practiced outside of the Hmong context. By 

examining Hmong texts and their placement within American spatial and semiotic arrangements, 

this paper explores how the Hmong voice, in its linguistic and non-linguistic expressions, 

interacts with the landscape of a college in Minneapolis, pseudonymously referred to as White 

River College, during a Hmong summer camp known as iStrive. 

The two-week summer camp, sponsored by the Hmong non-profit organization 

Minnesota Zej Zog, offered classes for students from pre-kindergarten through twelfth grade and 

focused on Hmong language and cultural practices. The program’s goal was to cultivate a space 

where students and teachers could transcend the cultural myopia that marginalizes language 

patterns and cultural practices that differ from the mainstream, which provided a context ripe for 

inquiry into this paper's research question: “How have oral language traditions, writing, and non-

linguistic modalities each fared in the United States when practiced outside of their traditional 

Hmong spaces?”  

 Literature Review 
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Various linguistics scholars have examined the typology of the Hmong language. In 

particular, Western linguists have presented the Hmong language in scientific ways using 

technical terminology: Tone Sandhi (Ratliff, 2010), Serial Verbs in White Hmong (Jarkey, 

2015), Proposition Subordonnée (Motin, 1978), Enclitic Clause-Final Marker (White, 2020), 

Four Word Phrases (Jaisser,1995), among others. 

In terms of Hmong studies more generally, previous scholarship has challenged colonial 

and Western framings of Hmong history by centering Hmong epistemologies and frameworks 

that foreground language, knowledge, and place. Lee (1998) critiques the “thousand-year myth,” 

a narrative that has portrayed the Hmong as an ancient yet unchanging people, revealing how 

colonial and missionary discourses constructed pre-modern and exoticized images of the Hmong. 

Building on this critical foundation, recent scholars such as Mouavangsou (2018), Moua (2023), 

Vue (2023), Her (2005), Lee (2005), Xiong et al (2018), Her and Buley-Meissner (2010), Yang 

(2023), and Vang (2023) have reinterpreted Hmong identity and pedagogy through the lens of 

cultural sovereignty and linguistic reclamation, emphasizing oral traditions as living practices 

rooted in community knowledge. Collectively, their works reposition Hmong knowledge as both 

a historical archive and a semiotic act, one that interacts dynamically with spatial and social 

contexts in the diaspora. This evolving body of scholarship informs the present study’s 

exploration of how Hmong oral traditions continue to negotiate meaning within American spatial 

and semiotic arrangements, but the study covers new ground in understanding how Hmong 

writing is emerging alongside Hmong oral traditions and cultural practices within American 

institutional spaces. 

Additionally, even though previous scholars have positioned the Hmong language within 

spatial and semiotic frameworks in a general sense, this study delves more deeply into these 
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contextual elements by examining the Hmong linguistic landscape through the lens of 

geosemiotics. Geosemiotics  is a particularly fitting theoretical framework for this inquiry 

because it enables a close analysis of who the speakers and hearers are in each scenario, what 

actions they are engaged in, and most importantly, the physical spaces in which these 

interactions occur. This spatial focus is crucial, as processes of placement and displacement have 

historically shaped meaning-making within the Hmong way of being and doing.  

This study seeks to provide a more nuanced and complex inquiry into the Hmong 

linguistic landscape by analyzing the geosemiotic aggregate of Hmong texts across multiple 

modalities in a higher education setting where English is the dominant language. 

Theoretical Framework: Place and Text through the Lens of Geosemiotics and Systemic 

Functional Linguistics 

 

Developed by Scollon and Scollon (2003), Geosemiotics is a framework for analyzing 

how meaning is constructed through the interaction of language, images, and symbols with the 

physical world. More specifically, geosemiotics is “the study of the social meaning of the 

material placement of signs and discourses and of our actions in the material world” (Scollon & 

Scollon, 2003, p.2). Al Zidjaly (2014, p.63) further describes geosemiotics as an “innovative 

ethnographic method to research discourse in the material world,” emphasizing that this 

framework extends beyond analysis of language itself to include how people engage with signs 

and how language and symbols physically exist within spatial and social environments. One 

main component of geosemiotics is indexicality, which is defined as “the property of the context 

dependency of signs, especially language” (Scollon & Scollon, 2003, p.3). This means that the 

physical location of the speaker, their social position (such as their identity and community 

membership), and the cultural system to which they belong all shape how they speak, to whom 
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they speak, and what their words or symbols mean in a specific context. To analyze this, Scollon 

and Scollon propose that meaning in the material world is constructed through three semiotic 

systems: the interaction order, visual semiotics, and place semiotics, which together form what 

they call the “semiotic aggregate.” The interaction order, a concept originally developed by 

Goffman (1949), refers to the relationships and behaviors among participants in relation to a 

particular sign. Visual semiotics concern the design and composition of the sign, including its 

linguistic and symbolic features, and place semiotics focuses on the physical and social 

environment in which the sign is situated. In the Hmong context, the experiences of displacement 

(escaping war and oppression) and placement (life in refugee camps and political asylums) have 

always been central to how meaning-making is constructed. Geosemiotics helps trace how 

Hmong language practices have relocated, adapted, and been reconstituted within American 

institutional and public spaces. It illuminates how the various facets of the Hmong voice function 

in a semiotic landscape where power, identity, and culture are negotiated. 

 To analyze meaning-making in the Hmong context using geosemiotics, I draw on the 

concept proposed by Susan Chiblow and Paul J. Meighan that “language is land” and “land is 

language” (Chiblow & Meighan, 2022). This concept emerges from work on Indigenous 

language maintenance and revitalization grounded in Indigenous epistemology. Wilson (2008) 

explains, “with Indigenous peoples and their traditions and customs, they are shaped by the 

environment, the land, their relationship; their spiritual, emotional and physical relationship to 

that land. It speaks to them . . . ” (p.88). If a land speaks to its people like a language, a language 

can also be a land: a place to relate, belong, and build. Extending this concept, both the Hmong 

and English languages become living sites or lands through which relationships are cultivated 

and meanings are grounded. Such a perspective makes it possible to interpret how spatial 
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arrangements reflect the ongoing relationship and dialogue between the two languages and the 

material environments they occupy. 

  English is the language that governs White River College, and in the context of my study, 

White River College is the land. To enact this principle, one could say: “English is White River 

College” and “White River College is English.” This framing is critical for understanding the 

dynamics between this institution and the Hmong language. Viewed from the lens of language 

and land as interchangeable, the study is ultimately less about the Hmong language and the 

physical location of the college, and more about the relationship between the Hmong language 

and the English language. 

Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL) completes the theoretical foundation by providing 

a different, yet related angle. SFL views language as a meaning-making resource that is 

inseparable from its social, cultural, and political contexts. In multilingual and multimodal 

settings in particular, SFL examines not only the language itself but also the context of situation, 

the relations of power, and the ideological forces that shape communication (Halliday & Hasan, 

1985). The context of situation, (also referred to as ‘register,’) encompasses three key variables: 

Field, Tenor, and Mode (Eggins, 2004). Field refers to what is happening, the topic or the social 

activity being represented in the text. Tenor concerns the relationships and roles among the 

interactants involved in the communication. Finally, mode describes how language is being used 

and how it enables the interaction among participants.  Systemic Functional Linguistics 

complements the Geosemiotic lens by providing a way to more deeply analyze linguistic choices 

in writing, which can then be compared with the insights afforded by Geosemiotics’ visual-

spatial analysis. It allows a deeper examination of how Hmong writing negotiates its identity in 

America and organizes meaning in ways that reflect its historical roots and diasporic realities.  
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Together, these theoretical lenses offer a way to analyze place, text, and the interactions 

between them. In this study, the physical place referred to is White River College, in Minnesota, 

which hosted the Hmong summer camp. However, in this paper the notion of place extends 

beyond the physical location to encompass both the pre-existing linguistic landscape of the 

campus and the temporary linguistic landscape created by iStrive, its guest during the two-week 

summer camp. These two linguistic landscapes, each in its own unique way, offered signs, 

images, spatial arrangements, symbols, and text to create meaning. This paper takes its definition 

of  “text” from social semiotic linguist Halliday’s observation on language: “When we observe a 

language, we observe it as text — as a flow of speech or as (typically) discrete pieces of writing” 

(Halliday, 2013, p. 54). In other words, in linguistics, a text may comprise a variety of lengths 

and modes: a conversation, a road sign, or a paragraph in a novel. In the context of this study, 

non-linguistic modalities such as food can also be understood as texts, with their own underlying 

patterns and rules that organize how they make meaning both socially and culturally.  

Context and Methods  

A total of 250 students ranging from pre-kindergarten through twelfth grade enrolled in 

the iStrive Hmong summer camp at White River College in Minneapolis. The iStrive staff 

comprised twelve teachers, twelve youth leaders, volunteers, and staff members who rotated 

between kitchen duties and general support throughout the instructional day, totalling thirty-six 

staff in all. Over the course of the two week camp, I visited multiple classrooms and attended 

teachers’ lessons, observed activities in hallways and public meeting spaces such as the cafeteria 

and gym (which hosted the daily “morning village meetings”), and participated in evening family 

gatherings. During this period, I collected twenty-two photographs of objects, texts, displays, and 

artifacts that comprise the linguistic landscape created by White River College and some 
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temporary additions introduced by iStrive. From this data set, I selected eight photographs, 

narrowing my inquiry into three areas of detailed analysis: literacy in signage, art displays, and 

expressions of Hmong identity through food. This selection was intended to provide insight into 

the various ways the Hmong language materializes in lived practice. 

I printed each photograph and taped them side by side on a large poster paper affixed to 

the wall for close examination, noting details such as lighting, size, color, and textual features. 

For each photograph, I created a table based on the Geosemiotics aggregate, which allowed me 

to analyze the images through three dimensions: interaction order, visual semiotics, and place 

semiotics. The observations recorded in these tables made it possible to identify the dynamics 

among the three geosemiotic elements and to produce a concise analytical report of the data. 

When a photograph contained written text, I further analyzed it using Systemic Functional 

Linguistics to determine the topic (field), the organization and linkage of ideas (mode), and the 

nature of interaction between author and audience (tenor). 

These photos provided me with three main types of information. First, they revealed how 

social actors such as Hmong teachers and vendors of Hmong-related products interacted with 

White River College or “the land.” Second, the structures and hallway art displays designed by 

campus staff illustrated how wall space was allocated and how value was attributed to different 

forms of art as these designs created a specific atmosphere for students and visitors. Third, the 

photographs of food choices at the iStrive summer camp informed my understanding of the 

Hmong-ness envisioned by the iStrive organizers.  

The vision of iStrive could be interpreted as an attempt to center the Hmong language as 

the guest of honor at White River College during the summer camp. This personification of the 

Hmong language is relevant to the study’s objectives due to the similarity of the language’s 
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journey to that of its people. The Hmong language has accompanied its people over many 

centuries and geographical areas, and both have lived parallel yet also diverging refugee stories 

involving the navigation of a nuanced and fraught territory between “outsider” status, adaptation, 

and culture preservation within the American context. 

The data analyzed below unfolded during the two weeks of iStrive summer camp, with 

the exception of the hallway art, which was pre-existing as part of the White River College’s 

interior landscape.  

Findings  

In its various modalities, the Hmong voice appeared bold when identity and practice were 

able to align, temporary at times as a consequence of the Hmong history of displacement and 

relocation, and shy when exposed without proper support. 

 

 

Why is the Hmong language shy in public? 

The first analysis is a comparison between two signs created by separate iStrive adult 

participants: a Hmong teacher hired for the duration of the summer camp and a non-Hmong 

vendor whose product was the main attraction at the family night event. The Hmong teacher, 

referred to here as “Ms. Pa,” is an experienced and well-respected educator with several years of 

teaching experience in Hmong language and literacy programs. The vendor, referred to by the 

pseudonym “Mr. Bob,” is a white male who is married to a member of the Hmong community, 

and is acquainted with the iStrive organizers.  
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   Figure 1. Ms. Pa’s sign                                           Figure 2. Mr. Bob’s sign 

Table 1 below summarizes the data analysis from Ms. Pa’s sign through the lens of geosemiotics. 

The data highlights not only the interaction between the sign and its intended audience but also 

the interaction between English and Hmong. Geosemiotics extends this understanding by 

showing how space and language work together to create meaning.  
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Table 1. The Geosemiotic Aggregate of Ms. Pa’s Sign 

Interaction order Visual semiotics Place semiotics 

1.The perceptual space: 

● visual 

1.The sign is made on yellow poster paper, 

written in black marker, with red marker used 

to create a shadow effect on the words “To” 

and to write the colon and the arrow 

indicating the direction of the teacher’s room. 

The handmade paper sign is taped over an 

official White River College stand-alone 

hallway sign but does not completely conceal 

it. The campus logo, along with parts of the 

image and text from the underlying sign, 

remain visible beneath the teacher’s sign. 

1.The hallway leading to the teacher’s 

classroom 

2.The sense of time: 

● feels rushed. 

  

 

 

3. The interpersonal distance: 

● Public 

●  The intended audience is the teacher’s 

students, and potentially, visitors.  

● The students do not appear to interact with 

the sign; instead, their movement is guided 

by the voices that echo from the classroom 

into the hallway. 

3. Although the sign contains only five words, 

it is written in both Hmong and English. 

The title “Xibfwb,” meaning “Teacher,” and 

the teacher’s name are both written in 

Hmong. The two words in English are “TO’ 

and “ROOM,” and both are capitalized. 

 

 

 

4.The personal front or ‘sign equipment’: 

● paper, markers, scotch tape 

 

 

 

 

4. The paper sign can be easily removed 

from the stand-alone hallway sign. 
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Ms. Pa’s Sign 

The interaction order reflects a public yet informal communication style, using simple materials 

(paper, markers, tape) to direct students to the teacher’s classroom. The visual semiotics reveal a 

bilingual Hmong-English message handwritten on yellow poster paper, with red and black 

marker emphasizing key information and directional cues. The place semiotics highlight the 

temporary and layered nature of the sign: taped over an official college hallway sign, it partially 

occupies and disrupts institutional space, but since the teacher’s sign does not fully cover the 

standardized dimensions of the official campus signage, it ultimately suggests a hesitant 

assertion of presence. The choice of sign material serves as a visual cue which also signals low 

priority and short-term presence. As Scollon & Scollon (2003) explain, “all semiotic systems 

operate as systems of social positioning and power relationship” (p.7). In this way, Ms. Pa’s sign, 

through her choice of words, reflects how the Hmong language is marginalized in relation to the 

hegemony of English. It must constantly negotiate its place as power and belonging are visually 

and linguistically enacted. In this physical context, the Hmong language enters tentatively, like a 

newcomer or refugee. Its visual presence appears submissive, temporary, and almost apologetic, 

standing in sharp contrast to the permanence and authority of the English signage embedded in 

the college’s walls.   
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A Systemic Functional Linguistics Approach to Ms. Pa’s Sign 

Ms. Pa’s sign contains a short text of only five words, including the room number written 

in numerical form. The teacher’s actual name on the sign is covered, and I have replaced it with 

“Pa” for anonymity.  The sign reads: 

“TO: Xibfwb Phaj’s ROOM 122” 

Out of the five words on the sign, two are in English (“TO” and “ROOM”), two are in Hmong 

(“Xibfwb” and “Phaj”), and the fifth word is the room number written in numerical form 

(“122”). The word xibfwb means “teacher” in Hmong and is the title students commonly use to 

address their teacher in Hmong language programs. Ms. Pa also chose to spell her name in 

Hmong; however, it is misspelled. It appears with an added h as “Phaj,” when the correct 

spelling should be “Paj.” The teacher’s text creates meaning by drawing on both content and 

expression, particularly phonology, through mixing two codes: English and Hmong. Notably, the 

English possessive marker  ’s is attached to the Hmong spelling of Phaj to create cohesion with 

the following word in English: “Phaj’s ROOM,” although this possessive marker does not exist 

in Hmong orthography. The capitalization is also inconsistent: both English words are written in 

all capitalized letters, while only the initial letters of the two Hmong words are capitalized.  

In Ms. Pa’s sign, the interaction order unfolds first and foremost between the Hmong 

language and the English language, even before the sign engages with its intended audience, 

suggesting that, in this context, the Hmong language behaves independently of the author of the 

sign. A power struggle emerges between the two languages themselves, as if the teacher has been 

reduced to a mere receptacle of the Hmong language, only a hand guiding the pen, while the 

thinking and struggling are experienced and directed by the Hmong language itself. In its 

interaction with the “land” of White River College, and thus with the English language, the 
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Hmong language loses its confidence: the code switching between Hmong and English, along 

with the full capitalization of English words but not Hmong words, indicate a diminished status. 

When set against the hegemony of English, the Hmong language appears overpowered, 

subordinate, and defeated, even though the land of White River College is “on lease” for the 

duration of the summer camp. The language seems unsettled, even in the hands of an 

experienced teacher, as shown by the misspelling of her own name. While this error might 

initially be seen as a source of personal shame, when seen from the broader perspective of 

Hmong history it is instead a recognition of how a language can be rendered submissive and 

diminished after enduring repeated displacement and the genocide of its people, despite centuries 

of rich oral traditions and cultural practices.  

Mr. Bob’s Sign 

Mr. Bob’s sign stands in contrast to Ms. Pa’s sign on several fronts. Table 2 describes the 

geosemiotic aggregate of this signage. Mr. Bob’s professionally produced sign reflects a 

deliberate effort to project permanence, professionalism, and linguistic pride in a public setting. 

The interaction order reveals a formal and public act of communication aimed at a Hmong 

audience yet mediated through English, signaling that linguistic adaptation is the audience’s 

responsibility rather than the vendor’s. The visual semiotics indicate organization and 

reusability: a large foam-board sign bordered with traditional Hmong embroidery patterns and 

bright colors evokes Hmong heritage while integrating the vendor’s business name. The sign is 

situated prominently at the cafeteria entrance during family night, conveying a sense of 

assertiveness. The vendor’s use of English signals his affiliation with the dominant language and 

the confidence that such affiliation affords.
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Table 2. The Geosemiotic Aggregate of Mr. Bob’s Sign 

 

Interaction order Visual semiotics Place semiotics 

1.The perceptual space: 

● visual 

1.A prominently displayed sign produced professionally by 

a commercial company. 

 

The sign is large and bordered with Hmong embroidery 

designs, specifically triangles symbolizing mountains. 

Bright colors drawn from Hmong traditional clothing 

reinforce the cultural theme, while the vendor’s business 

name and professional branding are incorporated into the 

text. The word “HMONG” appears in all capital letters, 

printed in red, in a larger font, and placed at the top of the 

sign. 

1.The sign is mounted on an 

art tripod at the entrance of 

the cafeteria, where the 

family night event is being 

held. It occupies a large 

space and draws attention.  

2.The sense of time: 

● The sign reflects monochronism: order, 

planning, and efficiency are evident in its 

design, which allows it to be reused across 

multiple events. 

  

3. The interpersonal distance: 

● Public 

●  The intended audience for the sign consists of 

iStrive students, their families, and friends. 

With the exception of the vendor himself and a 

local newspaper photographer, the audience is 

entirely Hmong. 

 3. The sign is written in 

English, despite addressing a 

Hmong audience, serving as 

a reminder of the place or 

“land” in which the event is 

being held. 

4.The personal front or ‘sign equipment’: 

● a durable foam board  

 

 4. The sign can be easily 

transported from one event to 

another to advertise the 

vendor’s business. 
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Overall, the English-only text contrasts sharply with the Hmong embroidery motifs intended to 

attract a Hmong audience through familiar cultural symbols; this juxtaposition underscores the 

tension between the use of Hmong identity and the absence of Hmong linguistic power.   

A Systemic Functional Linguistics Approach to Mr. Bob’s Sign 

Systemic functional linguistics directs attention to the author’s lexical and grammatical 

choices. Mr. Bob’s business name is covered on the sign to protect anonymity, but for the 

purpose of data analysis, I am naming it “Clay and Colors.” Mr. Bob’s sign reads: 

“BUILD YOUR HMONG STORY IN CLAY AND COLORS” 

In general, lexico-grammar enables the writer to create a particular mood through different 

grammatical structures, such as statements, requests, or questions. Mr. Bob’s text consists of a 

single clause: an imperative directing the audience to build their story using his company’s 

products. His choice to include the lexical item ‘Hmong,’ when ‘build your story’ would have 

conveyed the meaning just as clearly to a Hmong audience–especially with the presence of 

numerous Hmong patterns and motifs–further strengthens the force of this command. The vendor 

also employs the transitive verb “build” within a simple clause that commands action, promising 

to materialize into a personal and valuable creation that positions the audience as customers, and 

thus as beneficiaries of his products. There is no attempt to engage the audience in the Hmong 

language. Instead, the author leaves it up to Hmong participants to construct meaning for 

themselves if English is not accessible to them. The language use here also illustrates Chiblow 

and Meighan’s statement that “language is land” and “land is language,” though in this case it 

serves the vendor’s own benefit. The businessman employs English as his worker and positions 

his business “Clay and Colors” as his land: “English is Clay and Colors,” and “Clay and Colors 
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is English.” In doing so, he asserts both dominance and mastery over the territory and its 

materials, while a soft, friendly version of capitalism seeps into the evening. 

The geosemiotic aggregate of Mr. Bob’s sign contrasts sharply with Ms. Pa’s sign across several 

dimensions. Firstly, it emphasizes English exclusively, in contrast to Hmong-English code-

switching, thereby exuding a sense of authority and of what is accepted as “normal.” It asserts 

ownership of space and visibility through its display, and conveys permanency and occupancy 

not only for the family night event but also for future events. A systemic functional linguistics 

analysis further confirms the author’s authoritative stance through his grammatical choices, 

specifically the use of an imperative clause, while his lexical choices reveal a targeted audience, 

appropriating Hmong culture and history to advertise his products to Hmong people. By contrast, 

the Hmong voice in Ms. Pa’s sign is barely audible, as its textuality shifts between English and 

Hmong. Its poster-paper form evokes a refugee site, vulnerable to dismantling at any moment, 

whether in flight from an enemy or in search of a new place to call “home.” In this context, 

Hmong writing is a newcomer, unfamiliar with the lay of the land, the language, the culture, and 

the norms of social conduct. Despite carrying a rich vocabulary and a deep lineage of traditions, 

it remains shy on English land. 

Hmong Art, Temporary like Papier Mâché 

The second analysis examines two art displays in the halls of White River College. By 

comparing and contrasting two photographs taken during my research project, I highlight how 

the Hmong and Western art forms are differently distributed across the “land,” revealing 

dynamics of authority, visibility, and cultural positioning within the institutional space.  
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Figure 3a. Hmong Qeej        Figure 3b. Narrative enlarged from Figure 3a. 

 

Figure 4. Framed Art 
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Table 3 presents a comparative summary of the geosemiotic analysis of Figure 3a and Figure 4, 

highlighting the differences in how each art form is treated in relation to the geosemiotic 

aggregate. Figure 3a displays a traditional Hmong instrument called “qeej,” played exclusively 

by men, primarily during funeral rites to accompany the soul of the deceased back to the land of 

their ancestors. The piece mimics the actual large pipe instrument but is constructed from papier 

mâché. To the left of the instrument, a printed description of the qeej is taped to the wall on a 

sheet of plain paper. Figure 4 presents three framed paintings displayed symmetrically along one 

side of the hallway wall, carefully selected to occupy the space in deliberate relation to one 

another. 

 Place semiotics convey salience through foregrounding, lighting, and sharpness of 

definition. Encasing the artwork and making the lighting inviting to viewers attributes 

importance to the painting, while the Hmong art piece is presented almost as an afterthought: 

made out of papier mâché, left uncased and tucked away in a corner, it reflects notions of 

temporariness and disposability.  Placing the qeej low on the wall, while it might have been a 

logistical choice to allow young people to see it, from an adult perspective conveys submission 

to the surrounding space or “land.” The interaction order bestows accessibility or inaccessibility 

on an art piece through its placement, which also influences interpretation. The absence of 

encasing dissolves boundaries between the artwork and its viewers, suggesting that touching the 

piece is permissible and that it is not valuable enough to be protected. This is a stark contrast to 

the Western art, where framing and elevation enforce distance and inaccessibility, protecting the 

work and conferring value upon it. In other public contexts, the Hmong qeej has been displayed 

as a handmade bamboo instrument, typically encased to underscore its cultural significance 

while also safeguarding its integrity.
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Table 3. Comparative summary of the geosemiotic analysis of the Hmong qeej and the framed art. 

 Interaction order Visual semiotics Place semiotics 

Hmong Qeej 1.The piece is displayed at a 

lower level of the wall, almost 

touching the ground, where 

people have to bend down to 

look at it. 

2. Physical touch is permitted, 

as the piece is not encased. 

 

1. The fragility of the piece stands out 

against the solidity of the brick wall. 

2. A short narrative accompanies the 

display, printed on plain paper and 

affixed with tape beside the artwork. 

3. A photograph of a man playing the 

qeej lies beneath the description of the 

instrument. 

 

1. Inconspicuous location in a corner where the 

art space is shared with what appears to be a 

light switch. 

  

Framed Art 1. The paintings are 

approachable, yet their 

casings and the canvas 

material of the central piece 

establish a degree of 

boundary. 

2. There are tables and chairs 

placed nearby to create a 

welcoming ambiance for 

students to sit and study. 

 

1. No written language accompanies 

the display to explain the meaning of 

the art works. 

1. All three paintings are displayed at eye level. 

2.The location for the three paintings is a focal 

point in the hallway. 

3. The artwork display is  enhanced by bright 

lighting. 
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Visual semiotics or “visual literacy” is culturally specific (Scollon & Scollon, 2015), 

which is why the framed artwork requires no written explanation: it draws on shared forms of 

cultural and visual literacy in the arts. The central painting is abstract, inviting viewers to 

interpret it freely as rainbow ice cream, cloud shapes at sunset, a preschooler’s clay project, or 

whatever else they may see in it. By contrast, when art from outside the dominant culture is 

introduced into a display, it requires explanation. In this instance, a written explanation of the 

qeej was deemed necessary to account for its unfamiliarity and unusual form.  

Hmong Food as Hmong Land  

The last items of analysis in this study are photographs of a lunch served during iStrive 

camp. During the two-week summer camp, iStrive contracted with a local Hmong restaurant to 

provide daily lunches for its students. The meals, prepared in aluminum trays and set out on 

buffet tables in the cafeteria, were served according to two rotation schedules: an early lunch for 

primary grades and a later one for middle and secondary grades. 

 

 

Figure 5a. Lunch trays and staff  
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Figure 5b. Hmong chili sauce 

                                

Figure 5c. Large size Hmong chicken soup bowl Figure 5d. Individual Hmong soup bowls 

Table 4 presents a summary of the geosemiotic analysis of Figures 5a, 5b, 5c, and 5d. 
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Table 4. The semiotic aggregate of the lunch menu. 

 Interaction order Visual semiotics Place semiotics 

Figure 5a: Lunch 

trays and staff 

 

1. Lunch service unfolds flexibly, 

often morphing into small talk in 

Hmong and English between kitchen 

staff and students. 

1.There is a categorized display of 

Hmong food, visually arranged 

without labels 

 

1.The food is set at waist level to facilitate 

distribution. 

Figure 5b: Hmong 

chili sauce 

2. This item creates a variable rhythm 

since not all students enjoy spicy 

Hmong chili sauce. 

 

2. Two kinds of chili sauce are 

presented. 

2. The frontstage display of the chili sauce 

suggests self-service. 

Figure 5c: Large size 

Hmong chicken soup 

bowl 

 

3. The large bowl is attended by a 

kitchen staff member who fills 

individual paper bowls for students. 

3. Its visual display in large kitchen 

implements recalls a typical Hmong 

family gathering, where an even 

larger size pot and an oversized ladle 

are used to facilitate the flow of food 

service. 

 

3. The large bowl is placed next to the small 

individual bowls. 

Figure 5d: Individual 

Hmong chicken Soup 

bowls 

4.Each small size bowl serves only 

one student with an appropriate 

portion. 

 

4. There is no signage to warn about 

chicken bones, which remain in each 

portion. 

 

Each bowl contains a piece of 

chicken and tofu, ranging from a leg, 

thigh, drumette, or even the rump, 

allowing the students to choose 

which part they wish to eat. 

 

4. The small bowls are placed on the buffet 

table for self-service. 
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The semiotic aggregate analysis of the lunch menu reveals how all the dishes combine 

into a meaningful whole: the overall arrangement of the menu follows the rules for the proper 

design of a Hmong meal. The dominance of the big bowl on the buffet table functions as a 

cultural artifact, and the trays of food appeal directly to the students’ visual senses as they feature 

familiar Hmong homemade dishes. In this specific semiotic landscape, iStrive has appropriated 

White River College as not only land, but specifically “Hmong land.” This sense of Hmong land 

is established through the visual and physical refabrication of familiar patterns of Hmong 

experience: the rice, the eggrolls, the hot chili sauce, the chicken meat portion with bones and 

skin left in. The visual semiotics point directly to a cultural form of social interaction that both 

staff and students recognize as part of their family and community practice. Even though some of 

the younger children did not speak their native tongue, the visual structures functioned as “the 

grammar” of Hmong. Kress and van Leeuwen (2021) expand the notion of grammar beyond 

traditional linguistic rules: “We use the term ‘grammar’ to draw attention to socially produced 

cultural regularity. More specifically, working with modes beyond those of speech and writing” 

(Kress & van Leeuwen, 2021, p. 43). In this context, grammar is not limited to language; it 

extends to the patterns, conventions, and practices that a society produces and recognizes as 

meaningful. Just as linguistic grammar organizes how words combine to make sense, social and 

multimodal grammars, such as those expressed through Hmong dishes, organize how visual, 

material, and spatial arrangements communicate meaning within a culture. The students’ 

proficiency in “reading” the cultural, visual, and place semiotics makes this intimate interaction 

order possible, eliminating the need for literacy signage or verbal warnings about hot chili sauce 

or the chicken bones, even though some of the youngest students were only four years old. The 

students engaged with the meal unhesitatingly: they did not question the gigantic bowl of soup at 
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the center of the table or grimace at the sight of the chicken cut up into recognizable parts, 

complete with bones and skin. This demonstrates the students’ familiarity with the sign-making 

established by iStrive staff, and their recognition of it as both meaningful and accepted. What 

was also demonstrated in iStrive’s lunch service, overall, was a situation in which the Hmong 

voice successfully navigated the paradox of adapting yet staying authentic. The Hmong 

restaurant’s catering service followed American business models, yet the Hmong recipes 

remained unchanged.  

 The strength of Hmong identity communicated through the lunch’s semiotic landscape, 

especially when contrasted with Ms. Pa’s sign can be explained by the long-established tradition 

of Hmong cultural practices taking precedence over writing, a heritage shared among the iStrive 

students, staff, and teachers. In Hmong history, the dominance of cultural practices, oral 

traditions, and imagery over writing has been deeply embedded in households and interwoven 

with ways of being and living for centuries (Bertrais, 1991; Chanson, 1993; Quincy, 1988, 

Hillmer, 2011). 

Discussion/Implications: Let the Pen Speak a New Heritage into Being 

This paper asked: “How have oral language traditions, writing, and non-linguistic 

modalities fared in the United States when practiced outside of their traditional Hmong spaces?”  

The analysis shows that, overall, Hmong oral language traditions and non-linguistic modalities 

are faring quite well. In addition to the authentic and universally understood Hmong menu, 

Hmong was spoken in casual interactions between kitchen staff and students, as well as between 

teachers, and program participants were often seen wearing traditional Hmong clothes and 

accessories.  
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While Hmong cultural practices can stand strong and firm, appropriating the ground they 

occupy, the analysis of Ms. Pa's sign in comparison to Mr. Bob's sign shows that Hmong writing 

is still tentatively learning to find its place and voice in an English-dominant context: it is the 

most fragile of all the modalities. This is perhaps because it is the most recent in comparison to 

the others. Historically, Hmong writing has been largely absent from Hmong society due to the 

lack of an established writing system, although Hmong folktales and legends claim the existence 

of an ancient orthography destroyed by their enemies (Duffy, 2007) and by French colonization, 

which upheld French and Lao as official languages (Evans, 2002). This absence continued 

through the Hmong diaspora following the Communist takeover of Laos in 1975.  

The analysis of Ms. Pa’s sign reveals the writer’s hesitation to use her native tongue fully 

and confidently, even in a five-word phrase. The newness of the Hmong orthography and its 

limited institutional presence emerge in the teacher’s sign as expressions of hesitation, with the 

writing appearing unpolished, uncertain, and shy in relation to English, the dominant language in 

this context. As evidenced by the analysis of Mr Bob’s sign, which appeared confident and 

comfortable in its English-language context and lineage, English is strongly supported by what 

Pritchard (2014) terms “intellectual ancestors.” Pritchard’s coinage of the term “intellectual 

ancestors” stems from his project to identify previous thinkers who were Black and queer like 

himself: even though they were largely absent from mainstream history books, these were writers 

and activists whose lived experiences, literacies, and intellectual labour could guide and sustain 

present and future generations of queer Blacks. The general concept of “intellectual ancestors” as 

historical and cultural figures whose ideas and writings create intellectual prestige and 

institutional legitimacy is very relevant for the Hmong language. As Engman and Cushing-

Leubner (in press) explain, for indigenous peoples, language is “alive” and “is also a relative 
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(Deloria, Jr. et al., 2012; Hermes et al., 2021; Leonard, 2017) who plays a key role in cultural 

continuance (Whyte, 2018)” (Engman & Cushing-Leubner, in press, p.5); this is why the Hmong 

language can be personified as an entity in itself who has and seeks intellectual ancestors 

similarly to how a person would.  For Hmong oral traditions, these ancestors are the parents and 

grandparents who teach and model cultural practices, along with storytellers, shamans, and poets 

whose linguistic and cultural artistry has sustained knowledge across generations and 

geographies.  

A powerful example of minority voices that have gained intellectual ancestors in writing 

are the African American women described by Jacqueline Jones Royster (2000) in Traces of a 

Stream: Literacy and Social Change among African American Women. In this essay, she 

explains that one way African American women participated in public discourse was by writing 

for the periodical press, The Voice of the Negro. She adds: “Contemporary African American 

women essayists have the opportunity to operate in awareness of an ancestry . . . as they continue 

to do what African American essayists have always done, to read and write the world” (Royster, 

2000, p.172). These African American writers compose with an awareness of history and 

intellectual lineage, connecting themselves to generations of thinkers who preceded them to 

write from within a historical context in which many were silenced and excluded.  

Considering African American women’s historical trajectory of voicing themselves 

through a lineage of intellectual ancestors provides a useful framework for understanding where 

Hmong writing currently stands.  Lacking both a comparable periodical press and an established 

intellectual lineage of writers, especially in comparison with the predominantly English-language 

writers in the American context, Hmong writing is in the beginning stages of creating its own 
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lineage, an uncertain time but also one full of hope as it begins to chart an emerging intellectual 

ancestry through the body of texts produced by Hmong authors, past and present. 

Conclusion 

 This article told one story of Minnesotan Hmong educators’ struggles and perseverance 

as they continue to contend with the confinement of their native language to English-dominant 

spaces. The study not only raises awareness of how the material world shapes and constrains the 

Minnesota Hmong community’s efforts to reclaim their heritage language, but also helps lay the 

groundwork for future pedagogical approaches that support Hmong language teachers in 

remaining grounded in the active use and transmission of Hmong.  

Moving forward, it is essential for Hmong writers and researchers to cultivate and sustain 

intellectual ancestors for Hmong writing, much like those that have sustained Hmong oral 

language traditions and African American women writers. To achieve this vision, the first step is 

to draw upon Hmong’s writing's existing foundation: Hmong oral language traditions and 

cultural practices. Brandt (2001) points out the importance of “the social and cultural trade routes 

over which families and communities once learned to preserve and pass on literate know-how.” 

(p. 42). These “social and cultural trade routes” are informal and intergenerational pathways 

through which literacy knowledge circulates and is taught, modeled, and maintained. Hmong 

oral language traditions have been practiced and preserved by these trade routes for thousands of 

years through kinship systems, customs, elders, and artists (Savina, 1924). Writing is not a 

separate language but only a new modality for expression. Therefore, as a starting point, the 

same intellectual ancestors that guide Hmong oral and non-linguistic traditions can extend their 

mentorship to written forms. Just as Hmong food has managed to maintain its authenticity within 
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American contexts, Hmong writing, too, must preserve its cultural and linguistic integrity while 

adapting to new spaces.  

In terms of the Hmong language in general, Hmong educators must be assertive and 

intentional in using it; they must claim and assert the Hmong voice in the spaces it is afforded. 

To do this, they need to be aware that text is constantly interacting with place, visuals, and 

participants. As Pritchard (2016) explains, literacy is an act of belonging, not merely a school-

based skill. Through this lens, Hmong writing can become a means of sustaining Hmong 

identity— a linguistic and cultural space where meaning, purpose, and belonging converge. 
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