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Abstract
This article traces the evolution of Hmong American political engagement in Minnesota,
examining how local ethnic politics and domestic civic participation have continually intersected
with and been shaped by transnational activism tied to Laos and the global Hmong diaspora from
the 1970s through the early twenty-first century. Drawing on archival research, ethnographic
fieldwork, and interviews with political leaders and community members, the study shows how
early efforts—focused on refugee resettlement, community building in the United States,
political repression in Southeast Asia, and persistent diasporic ties to the homeland from the mid-
1970s through the late 1980s—gradually broadened in the 1990s into more expansive forms of
civic participation, including electoral politics and advocacy for benefits and naturalization, and

by the early 2000s, into campaigns for human rights abroad and for freedom and community
justice at home.
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Introduction

In 1991, Choua Lee became the first Hmong American to hold public office in the United
States. Having arrived in 1976, one year after the Communist takeover of Laos, Lee was part of
the initial wave of Hmong refugees resettled in the United States. At twenty-three years of age
and eight months pregnant at the time of her election, she broke multiple barriers of race,
ethnicity, gender, and age. As the first Hmong candidate to receive endorsement from the

Democratic-Farmer—Labor (DFL) Party, Lee’s candidacy challenged both mainstream political
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expectations and the patriarchal norms of Hmong society, where women had historically been
excluded from positions of leadership.

Although concerns were raised during her campaign regarding her youth and limited
political experience, Lee’s identity as a young, Hmong woman ultimately became a political
asset. Her distinct background appealed to constituents seeking change and diversity in
representation. “People were looking for something different,” she reflected. “I am somebody
who is different in perspective, in color, and in racial issues as well. That helped me. Also, being
a woman was an advantage. There were not that many candidates who are women.”! Lee won
her election by a margin of 1,873 votes, marking a historic milestone for both Hmong Americans
and women of color in local politics. She served until 1995, when Neal Thao succeeded her and
went on to serve two consecutive terms on the Saint Paul Public School Board.

The watershed moment in Hmong American political incorporation in Minnesota
occurred in 2002, when Mee Moua won a special election to the Minnesota State Senate with
sixty percent of the vote, becoming the first Hmong American to serve in that body. That same
year, Cy Thao, a local Hmong artist, was also elected to the Minnesota House of Representatives.
The concurrent elections of Moua and Thao that year, Bob Spaulding, Chair of the Senate
District 65 DFL Party, later reflected, “marked a milestone in the evolution of political
engagement within the Hmong community statewide and nationally.”?

Since these landmark victories, Minnesota has emerged as the epicenter of Hmong
American political participation and representation. A growing number of Hmong Americans
have since been elected to local and state offices across the state. At the time of this writing,

approximately a dozen Hmong Americans serve in public office, including Nelsie Yang on the

"Nancy Livingston, “Hmong women elected to St. Paul Public School Board,” Pioneer Press, Nov. 6, 1991.
2 Staff, “Cy Thao recognized as a trailblazer,” Asian American Press, Feb. 28, 2010.
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Saint Paul City Council; Mai Chong Xiong as a Ramsey County Commissioner; and Jay Xiong,
Samantha Vang, Fue Lee, Kaozouapa “Liz” Lee, Ethan Cha, and Xiongpao Lee in the Minnesota
House of Representatives. In the Minnesota Senate, Hmong American representation includes
Susan Pha, Tou Xiong, and Foung Hawj. Most notably, state representative Kaohly Vang-Her
was just elected mayor of St. Paul, becoming the first Hmong person in Minnesota’s history to
hold that office.?

Given the historically high rates of illiteracy among Hmong refugees upon their arrival in
the mid-1970s—and the brief span of only sixteen years before Choua Lee’s election in 1991—
their electoral successes stand as extraordinary collective achievements. It is no surprise that
Hmong American political participation has attracted considerable scholarly attention, especially
in the late 1990s and early 2000s. Much of this scholarship sought to explain their political
ascent, emphasizing interrelated factors such as the demographic concentration of Hmong
Americans in the Twin Cities, a collective commitment to advancing community interests, the
rebuilding of disrupted social and institutional networks, group solidarity and a cultural affinity
for politics, and an increasing orientation toward civic engagement.*

The dominant focus on narratives of political success, however, not only obscures the
persistent racial and structural barriers that Hmong candidates confronted and had to overcome,
but it also overlooks the sustained involvement of Hmong Americans in homeland politics.

Hmong homeland politics, particularly the anti-communist activism of Hmong Americans, has

3 Becky Z. Dernbach, Katrina Pross, Katelyn Vue and Cynthia Tu, “Kaohly Vang Her makes history as first Hmong
woman to lead St. Paul ,” Sahan Journal, November 4, 2025; and Josie Albertson-Grove, “Kaohly Her wins historic
election, will be St. Paul’s first Hmong mayor,” Star Tribune, Nov. 5, 2025.

4 Carolyn Wong, "Civic Values and Political Engagement in Two Hmong American Communities," and Steven
Doherty, "Electoral Participation in the Hmong American Community: An Initial Analysis,” and in In Diversity in
Diaspora: Hmong Americans in the Twenty-First Century, eds., M. Pfeifer, M. Chiu and K. Yang (Honolulu:
University of Hawaii Press, 2013), 106-130 & 131-147 ; Yang Lor, "Hmong Political Involvement in St. Paul,
Minnesota and Fresno, California," Hmong Studies Journal 10 (2009): 1-53. Steven Doherty, "Political Behavior
and Candidate Emergence in the Hmong-American Community," Hmong Studies Journal 8 (2007): 1-35.
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drawn some attention, but characterizing these efforts merely as anti-communist also obscures
the complexity and range of their political motivations.”> Although opposition to communism
was central, Hmong transnational politics were ultimately rooted in nationalism—more precisely,
in long-distance nationalism. Many Hmong exiles viewed the Lao PDR as an illegitimate puppet
regime serving foreign powers, and they perceived their homeland as occupied and colonized.
Their political objective extended beyond opposition to communist rule to include the liberation
and restoration of their homeland and people, as articulated by Vang Pao in his 1987 speech at
the right-wing think tank, The Heritage Foundation, in Washington, D.C. Characterizing the
Socialist Republic of Vietnam as a “devious and wily” imperialist power intent on exterminating
the Laotian people, Vang Pao denounced the Lao People’s Democratic Republic (Lao PDR) as a
puppet regime of Vietnam and outlined Neo Hom’s mission as the mobilization of Laotians, both
within and beyond Laos, to overthrow the Lao PDR government.® More importantly, few studies
have explored the intersections between local and transnational dimensions of Hmong political
life.” This gap raises important questions: How are local and transnational political activities
interconnected within the Hmong American experience? In what ways do these arenas inform
one another? And how have their interactions shaped the broader trajectories of Hmong

American political engagement?

5 Chia Youyee Vang, “Hmong Anti-Communism at Home and Abroad,” Anti-Communist Minorities in the U.S.:
Political Activism of Ethnic Refugees, ed. leva Zake (New York: Palgrave, 2009), 211-; Gary Yia Lee, “Bandits or
Rebels: Hmong Resistance in the New Lao State,” Indigenous Affairs 4 (2007): 6-15, and “Hmong Rebellion in
Laos: Victims or Terrorists,” in A Handbook in Terrorism and Insurgency in Southeast Asia, ed. Andrew T. H. Tan
(Northampton, MA: EdwardElgar Publication, 2007), 352-73; Nengher N. Vang, “Peace-makers or Peace-wreckers:
Hmong in the Conflicts in Laos during and after the Cold War,” Journal of North Carolina Association of Historians
22 (2014): 57-82; Nengher N. Vang, "Political Transmigrants: Rethinking Hmong Political Activism in America."
Hmong Studies Journal, 12 (2011): 1-46.

8 Vang Pao, Against All Odds: The Laotian Freedom Fighters (Washington, D.C.: The Heritage Foundation, 1987).

7 The closest study that has explored this intersection is Jeremy Hein & Nengher Vang, "Politicians and Social
Movements: The Impact of Electoral Victory on Local, National, and Transnational Activism by Hmong

Americans in Minneapolis—St. Paul." Social Movement Studies: Journal of Social, Cultural and Political Protest
(2014).
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This article traces the evolution of Hmong American political engagement in Minnesota,
examining how local ethnic politics and domestic civic participation have continually intersected
with and been shaped by transnational activism tied to Laos and the global Hmong diaspora from
the 1970s through the early twenty-first century. Drawing on archival research, ethnographic
fieldwork, and interviews with political leaders and community members, the study shows how
early efforts—focused on refugee resettlement, community building in the United States,
political repression in Southeast Asia, and persistent diasporic ties to the homeland from the mid-
1970s through the late 1980s—gradually broadened in the 1990s into more expansive forms of
civic participation, including electoral politics and advocacy for benefits and naturalization, and
by the early 2000s, into campaigns for human rights abroad and for freedom and community
justice at home. The paper argues that Hmong political life has always unfolded across both
domestic and transnational arenas, at times reinforcing and at times complicating one another,
and that Hmong Americans continually diversified their political strategies and recalibrated
communal priorities in response to shifting geopolitical conditions and generational change over
time. Situating the Hmong Minnesotan experience within broader debates on immigrant
incorporation, diaspora politics, refugee nationalism, and the political role of ethnic enclaves,
this study demonstrates how ethnic communities shape not only local civic life but also foreign

policy discourse and diasporic political imagination.

Transnational over Local: Politics of Community Building and Long-distance Nationalism
Hmong Americans have been, from the outset, a transnational people. Although

physically situated in the United States, their lives have consistently transcended national

borders. Their political engagements, too, have consistently encompassed both local and

transnational dimensions. During the first fifteen years of resettlement in the United States,
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Hmong local politics primarily took the form of civic engagement and mutual aid associations.
Hmong Minnesotans founded their first non-profit self-help organization, the Association of
Hmong in Minnesota (AHM), in 1977. Central to this initiative was Tou Fue Vang, who had
studied in the United States before 1975, spoke English fluently, and was familiar with American
models of community organizing. Two more organizations were founded by progressive Hmong
women in 1979: the Women’s Association of Hmong and Lao (WAHL) and the Association for
the Advancement of Hmong Women in Minnesota (AAHWM). In 1980, AHM members voted
to affiliate with the Lao Family Community, an organization founded in Santa Ana, California,
by Lao and Hmong community leaders, including General Vang Pao.

What gave rise to the development of these local initiatives was the need to address the
immediate challenges of life in America and to assist Hmong refugees in navigating the social,
economic, and cultural landscape of their new country. The local political efforts emerged in
response to a complex array of interrelated difficulties that they faced upon their resettlement in
America. Because of the U.S. refugee dispersal policy—designed to spread out economic
responsibility and hasten assimilation—Hmong refugees were scattered across twenty-five states
and fifty-three cities. This dispersion not only fractured families and weakened community
solidarity, but also placed many Hmong households in low-cost, inner-city housing within
economically disadvantaged neighborhoods, with far-reaching consequences for their safety and
social well-being. Due to scarce records, it is unclear which family was the first Hmong to settle
in Minnesota, but the initial wave of Hmong refugees arrived in the state in 1976, and they were
concentrated in the Frogtown area and in public housing in west St. Paul. As a result, they not
only faced economic hardship and social isolation but also became frequent targets of random
violence. In one incident, a Hmong man—assuming the same degree of public safety he had

experienced in Laos and Thailand—was shot in the leg with a pellet gun while walking at night
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near Bethesda Hospital in St. Paul. In another, a Hmong woman was bitten by a German
shepherd while attempting to read a street sign as part of an English assignment. Neighbors later
reported that local children had intentionally released the dog. Hmong were also subject to
racially motivated attacks: two white men carrying clubs attacked two Hmong brothers who were
walking home late at night from their dishwashing job at a St. Paul restaurant after being called
“Chinks,” leaving one unconscious.®

Their hardship was further exacerbated by language barriers. Lacking English
proficiency, many Hmong struggled to find employment, a situation aggravated by the economic
recession of the early 1980s, leaving eighty-to eight-five percent of Minnesota’s Hmong
population unemployed.” The agony of job hunting for many Hmong refugees is captured in the
1983 documentary that followed the perilous journey of a Hmong family, starting with their
escape from Laos, their time in a refugee camp in Thailand, and their eventual arrival in Seattle,
Washington. In his search for jobs, Hang Sou, the breadwinner of the family, was turned down
job after job. Not knowing what he was told but being persistent, he kept on looking, insisting
he needed a job. At one point, an employer kept saying, “No. [ don’t have a job for you.” Hang
Sou, confused and not understanding English kept saying, “Yes. Yes. Ineed a job.”!’ Once
largely self-sufficient, many Hmong were forced to rely on public assistance, and those who
obtained work were typically restricted to low-paying, entry-level positions. One Hmong man in

Fresno, California, summarized this experience, an experience shared by many Hmong men

8 Tom Hamburger and Erick Black, “Hmong lost in the Promised Land,” Minneapolis Star and Tribune, April 21,
1985.

% Bruce T. Downing, et.al, “Hmong Resettlement,” Center for Urban and Regional Affairs Reporter 14, no. 3 (May
1984), 1-8.

0 Becoming Americans: The Odyssey of a Refugee Family, a documentary film produced by Ken and Ivory Levine,
1983.
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across America: “I’m not too happy here. I earn minimum wage putting spices in bottles and I
speak hardly any English. Here, I am nothing.”!!

In addition to these structural challenges, Hmong Americans faced nativism and
xenophobia reminiscent of the experiences of Chinese, Japanese, Korean, and South Asian
immigrants in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In 1980, local opposition emerged
when the Minnesota Agricultural Enterprise for New Americans (MAENA) and the Hiawatha
Valley Farm Cooperative (HFVA) introduced Hmong refugees to farming as a path from welfare
dependency to self-sufficiency. Opponents framed Hmong farmers as “aliens” living off

9 <

Americans’ “tax dollars” and unfairly benefitting from what was already scarce public resources,
including public assistance and public housing. One resident, Martha Unger of St. Paul,
complained: “They are the aliens, living off my tax dollar, that’s what fries me. We are in the
minority out here. It’s reverse discrimination. We’re paying their way, and we’re paying through
the nose.” Criticisms extended beyond economic concerns to cultural judgments: Hmong farmers
were accused of excessive water use, “objectionable personal habits,” and displacing Americans.
Their lack of English literacy was the sign of their foreignness, making them less deserving of
public assistance and more prone to unjustified prejudice. Unger further remarked, “They bought
bigger and better cars than everyone else; yet they can’t even read and write English.”!?
Resentment toward Hmong did not just come from white residents. They also come from
other racial minorities. “The Hmong seem to have things people who have lived here for years
still do not have,” said Jim Mann, owner of a barbeque restaurant on the corner of Selby Ave and

Avon Street in St. Paul. “No one is helping black people to get on welfare, to get on food

stamps, to get on the public housing rolls, to get on-the-job training. The Hmong people barely

' Ben Barber, “We Share A lot of Pain in Our Heart,” The Washington Times, December 3, 1997.
12 “Crop of Resentment Growing,” The Dispatch, October 20, 1980.
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speak English. How do they get bank loans? How do they get into public housing?” Racist
rumors were also circulated in the community in St. Paul alleging that Hmong “don’t have to pay
taxes for five years, that they all know karate, that they eat cats and dogs, and that they’re storing
up guns.”!?

Faced with economic hardship, social marginalization, and systemic barriers, Hmong
community leaders sought to create institutions that could provide support and facilitate
integration. AHM aimed to assist Hmong refugees in navigating life in the United States,
offering services such as English and job training, help with public assistance applications,
housing support, and guidance on mental health challenges, including depression and social
isolation. Meanwhile, WAHL and AAHWM were created to address the specific needs of
Hmong women, something that was not addressed by AHM or the Lao Family Community.
WAHL provided a space for networking, social support, and the continuation of traditional
embroidery practices, while also offering programs aimed at empowering women through skill
development and education. Gaoly Yang, the organization’s first executive director, explained:
“We wanted...[to] create programs that empower women. Handicrafts were something that
women were interested in expanding and marketing, and [there were] other things they wanted to
learn that were not priorities for the men.” Meanwhile, AAHWM addressed issues of domestic
abuse and sought to promote equality, education, and community support for women. One
founder, May Ia Lee, reflected: “At the time, I felt that Hmong women didn’t have peace. Many
of them were abused by their husbands. We wanted to have equal rights, education opportunities,
and [a] support system as well as support in building good relationships with our spouses...

Hmong women needed the support. We wanted to elevate women’s status.”!

3 Ibid..
14 Chia Youyee Vang, Hmong in Minnesota (St. Paul: MN Historical Society, 2008), 34-35.
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Through these local initiatives, Hmong Americans built a community infrastructure that
helped mitigate the challenges of economic marginalization, linguistic barriers, and social
discrimination. These organizations not only facilitated adaptation to life in the United States but
also strengthened social cohesion and nurtured a shared sense of identity. These efforts,
notwithstanding, the heart of Hmong political life during the first fifteen years of Hmong
resettlement in America was their transnational political engagement. What propelled their
involvement in long-distance nationalism—and made it feel both urgent and essential—was the
combined experience of displacement and alienation in the United States, along with the pressing
need to confront the upheavals in their Lao homeland after the Communist takeover in 1975.
Much like Chinese immigrants in the late nineteenth century, Hmong refugees initially did not
imagine their stay in the United States would be permanent. Despite fleeing communist
persecution in the aftermath of the Secret War (1961-1975), many regarded America as a
provisional refuge rather than a final destination—a temporary place of residence while awaiting
an opportunity to return home. As Yuepheng Xiong, owner of the Hmong-owned arts, books, and
crafts store Hmong ABC and now a prominent businessman and community leader in St. Paul,
recalled: “Hmong—everybody knows—never intended to settle in America permanently when
they first came here. They saw America as a temporary shelter. They were here temporarily until
it was safe to return home. So many Hmong people followed Vang Pao to America, thinking this
would be a place to take a rest. They would all go back when it was safe to do so.”!>

In fact, of all the refugees, Hmong were the only group who has repeatedly rejected
opportunity for resettlement in America. As Dennis Grace of the International Rescue

Committee—who helped coordinate the network of private organizations that brought roughly

' Yuepheng Xiong, interview, October 22, 2008.
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half a million Southeast Asian refugees to America—observed, “Most people are dying to come
to America. The Hmong did whatever they could not to come to America.” Even after
resettlement, many sought to return to their “home” in Asia. “They wanted to go home,” Grace
added. “They never lost that heightened interest in returning.”'® In a study by the University of
Minnesota in 1982, eighty-six percent of the Hmong respondents said they would not stay in
Minnesota. Sixty five percent said life in the United States was worse than life in Laos.!’
General Vang Pao himself also repeatedly expressed a desire to go “home.” When Vang Pao was
asked whether he wanted to return to Laos, he replied without hesitation: “I want to go back to
die in my country. I tell you very true. I want to back to die.”!® Fifteen years later, Vang Pao
maintained the same desire, stating, “For me, I’d prefer to go back. That was the land where I
was raised, where I was born.”!® In fact, for him, he never intended to come to the United States
after he escaped to Thailand in 1975. “I told myself that when the country became stable, |
would return Laos,” Vang Pao explained. “I had no plan to come to the United States at that time,
but after reaching Thailand, the Prime Minister and other Thai officials asked me to leave
Thailand. IfI stayed, they said, the communists would infilter their country. I was forced to
leave, so I came to America.” After more than three decades in America, Vang Pao’s dream of
returning remained unchanged. “Laos is our country,” he repeated. “Our ancestors died in that
country. Our parents died in that country. That country belongs to all the Lao people. When all

the fighting ends and the country is stable, I will surely go back.”?® Sadly, Vang Pao passed

16 Paul Hilmer, A People’s History of the Hmong, 195 and 215.

17 Box 99, Folder 4, IIM Files, Immigration History Research Center, University of Minnesota; Bruce T. Downing,
et.al., The Hmong Resettlement Study Site Report: Minneapolis-St. Paul (Washington, D.C.: Office of Refugee
Resettlement, 1984), 78.

18 “General Dreams of Returning to Laos,” The Dispatch, October 20, 1980.

19 Alex Pulaski, “Revered Hmong Leader Vang Pao Stands Tall in Two Worlds,” Fresno Bee, January 1, 1995.

20 Vang Pao, interview with a German film crew in California in 2007. Author helped to transcribe and translate the
interview.
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away in 2011 with a broken heart and an unfulfilled dream. He never got the chance to “go
back” and die in his native land. He was ultimately laid to rest at Forest Lawn Memorial Park in
Glendale, California, near Los Angeles.

Another force driving Hmong exiles toward long-distance nationalism was the dramatic
loss of occupation, status, and leadership authority—an experience that echoed the downward
mobility faced by many Asian immigrants who arrived in the United States to meet labor
shortages after the Immigration Act of 1965. Upon resettlement in the United States, Hmong
refugees faced a profound reversal of their former social standing and professional roles. Men
who had been military officers, pilots, village chiefs, government officials, teachers, and nurses
in Laos suddenly found themselves marginalized in American society, often unemployed or
restricted to low-wage, entry-level work as custodians, janitors, and factory laborers. Shong
Thao, who relied on public assistance after arriving in St. Paul in the early 1980s, reflected on
this dislocation: “I used to be a leader and now I don’t have a good job to go to. I knew how to
organize my people in Laos. Here, with this weather and the Hmong people scattered, I cannot
organize. I’m very sad about that.”?!

Even highly educated individuals experienced comparable forms of professional
downgrading. Yang Dao—the first Hmong to earn a Ph.D. and a former official in the Royal Lao
Government—was appointed only assistant director of the ESL program in Saint Paul Public
Schools, rather than to leadership or policy-making roles commensurate with his credentials,
despite having been recruited to Minnesota from France, where he had initially sought refuge
following the fall of Laos to communism. He was later hired as a Southeast Asian specialist at

the University of Minnesota, but only in a temporary adjunct capacity, with no pathway to a

2! Tom Hamburger and Erick Black, “Hmong lost in the Promised Land.”
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tenure-track position or prospects for tenure and promotion. Reflecting on the broader
institutional barriers confronting Hmong professionals after resettlement in the United States,
Yang Dao observed: “Back in Laos, many people were leaders and seasoned politicians. After
arriving in this country, they lost all their position and status. How can you be leaders in this
country? You cannot even speak English. All the old leaders lost their leadership position. Most
Hmong leaders, not to mention any name, ended up sweeping the streets and cleaning houses.
Many were colonels and higher back in Laos, but they were street sweepers and janitors in
America.”?? The loss of authority, status, and autonomy left many Hmong feeling alienated,
powerless, and socially dislocated; as one Hmong man described, they had become “birds who
have lost trees.”??

These experiences of occupational and social downgrading in exile became a powerful
catalyst for transnational political engagement. The loss of status, professional standing, and
leadership roles in the United States created both personal and collective incentives to become
politically active. For many Hmong men, activism offered a way to respond to their diminished
social and economic position. As Yuepheng Xiong, local entrepreneur in Woodbury, Minnesota,
and a long-time Hmong long-distance nationalist, explained, “They wanted to go home. They
wanted to go home because they were struggling in this country. Many could not speak English.
Many felt powerless. Many felt degraded and ashamed for the loss of their status. Every aspect
of life was hard for them. Everything was different, even freedom.”** Participation in long-
distance nationalism allowed Hmong leaders to assert agency, reaffirm dignity, and maintain

continuity of leadership that had been disrupted by displacement and exile.

22 Yang Dao, interview, October 22, 2008.

23 John Dufty, Writing from These Roots: Literacy in a Hmong American Community (Honolulu: U of Hawaii Press,
2011), 34.

24 Yuepheng Xiong, interview, St. Paul, Minnesota, October 22, 2008.
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But Hmong participation in long-distance nationalism also stemmed from enduring
nationalist commitments and a deep concern for those left behind in Asia—both the Hmong who
remained under Communist rule and those stranded in the overcrowded refugee camps of
Thailand. During the war, the Hmong secret army—organized by General Vang Pao in alliance
with CIA operative James William Lair and backed by the United States—had posed the greatest
obstacle to the Communist victory in Laos. When the Communists came to power on May 15,
1975, the Hmong became the new regime’s primary target of retaliation. On May 9, six days
before seizing control, the Pathet Lao had declared in their newspaper: “We must eradicate the
Meo minority completely.”?

Whether or not the new regime intended full-scale genocide, it clearly sought the
elimination of all “American collaborators,” “Vang Pao supporters,” or, as they were derisively
labeled, “Hmong Vang Pao.” In the Communist vision of a purified society, there could be no
coexistence with those who had fought on the American side. Hmong elders later recalled a
chilling slogan attributed to the Communists: they would kill every Hmong “whose testicles
were the size of a pea”—a brutal metaphor for exterminating even the youngest generation of
Hmong men. These fears were tragically confirmed on May 29, 1975, when Pathet Lao soldiers
opened fire on a group of at least 20,000 Hmong men, women, and children gathered at the Hin
Heup Bridge near Vang Vieng. The group was en route to Vientiane to seek protection from

Prince Souvanna Phouma, president of the National Coalition Government established under the

1973 peace accords. Between 120 and 140 people were killed instantly.?® Those who survived

25 See Yang Dao, “Why did the Hmong Leave Laos?” The Hmong in the West, eds. Bruce T. Downing and Douglas
P. Olney (Minneapolis: Center for Urban & Regional Affairs, 1982), 13. “Meo” is a pejorative term for Hmong.
26Yang Dao put the number of Hmong gathering at the bridge at 40,000 while Grant Evans put it between 20,000 to
30,000. See Yang Dao, “Why did the Hmong Leave Laos?”, 13; and Grant Evans, A Short History of Laos: The
Land in Between (Australia: Allen & Unwin, 2002), 185.
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the Hin Heup massacre witnessed unspeakable horror as their loved ones were gunned down
before their eyes. In the chaos that followed, families fled in all directions, desperate to escape.

On May 14, the day before the Communist takeover, Vang Pao and his family had been
evacuated along with approximately 2,500 Hmong senior military officers and their families and
American personnel out of Laos. They were airlifted to Thailand—though the operation, as one
American official later admitted, had not been intended to rescue the Hmong en masse. “The
evacuation was solely a cover to get Vang Pao and Jerry [Daniels, the last American advisor in
the country] safely out of Long Tieng,” he explained. “There was no intention of taking
thousands and thousands of Hmong out of Laos.” 2’ At least 7,500 Hmong were left behind—
grieving, bewildered, and uncertain of their fate. After the Hin Heup massacre, many concluded
that their only hope lay in following Vang Pao to Thailand, no matter the danger. “I want to stay
with my father Vang Pao,” one Hmong man told Thai photographer Anan Chompeun, who
witnessed Pathet Lao soldiers forcing survivors back into the hills at gunpoint.”® By the end of
1975, an estimated 34,000 Hmong had made the perilous journey through jungles and mountains
to join Vang Pao in Thailand. %

Meanwhile, nearly 60,000 Hmong loyal to General Vang Pao sought refuge in Phou
Bia—the highest mountain in Laos—and the surrounding dense jungles. Amid isolation and
uncertainty, they waited, hoping that the political upheaval engulfing their homeland might
eventually subside. To the new Communist regime, these Hmong were seen as remnants of the

rightist faction allied with Vang Pao and the United States, and thus as enemies of the state to be

27 Paul Hilmer, A People’s History of the Hmong (St. Paul: MN Historical Society, 2009), 158.

28 Grant Evans, “Laos: Situation Analysis and Trend Assessment,” a Writenet Report commissioned by the UNHCR,
Protection Information Section (DIP), May 2004, 5.

2 Evans, A Short History of Laos, 185; Gary Y. Lee, “Minority Policies and the Hmong,” Contemporary Laos:
Studies in the Politics and Societies of the Lao People'’s Democratic Republic, ed. Martin Stuart-Fox (London: Univ.
of Queensland Press, 1982), 215.
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“pacified” or eliminated. Refusing to submit, the Hmong in hiding organized themselves into
two resistance groups: one led by Xai Shoua Yang, a former district chief in Xieng Khouang
Province, and the other by Zong Zoua Her and Pa Kao Her, followers of the Hmong spiritual
leader Yang Shong Lue. Pa Kao Her later recalled that troops attacked the highlanders after the
incident at Hin Heup Bridge, burning villages, destroying crops, killing livestock, and raping
women—often killing them afterward. Men were tied to trees, and children were beheaded or
pierced with sharp sticks. Such relentless human rights abuses and escalating violence in Pathet
Lao—controlled areas, said Pa Kao, left the Hmong “no other choice but to organize self-
defense.”?

Initially, Hmong resistance forces achieved limited success against government troops.
However, their position became untenable after 1977, when the Lao People’s Democratic
Republic (LPDR) signed a twenty-five-year special friendship treaty with the Socialist Republic
of Vietnam. Under the terms of this alliance, Vietnam dispatched tens of thousands of troops to
assist the Lao People’s Army (LPA) in suppressing Hmong resistance. According to Hmong who
later escaped to Thailand, the LPA—supported by Vietnamese forces—attacked both villages and
jungle hideouts around Phou Bia with not only conventional military tactics but also with the use
of chemical and biological agents, infamously described as “yellow rain.” Lao scholar Grant
Evans observed that the assaults on Hmong communities in Phou Bia during the late 1970s at
times descended into a form of savagery now associated with “ethnic cleansing.” 3! Likewise,
American journalist and historian Stanley Karnow characterized the LPDR government’s

campaign against the Hmong as a war of “genocide.”* By the end of 1977, Hmong resistance

30 Pa Kao Her, “Goals and Policies of the Democratic Chao Fa Party of Laos.” Special Collection, Hmong Archives,
St. Paul, Minnesota.

31 Evans, “Laos: Situation Analysis and Trend Assessment,” 5.

32 Stanley Karnow, “U.S. Giving Little to Meos, Once Allies, Now Genocide Target,” Washington Post, August 20,
1979.

16



The Evolution of Hmong American Politics in Minnesota — Intersections of Local and Transnational Engagement by Nengher N. Vang,
Hmong Studies Journal, 28: 1-39.

forces in Phou Bia and surrounding areas were in disarray. These attacks produced a climate of
profound insecurity, forcing many Hmong to abandon their hopes for political stability and leave
their jungle sanctuaries to flee to Thailand. Between 1978 and 1980, successive waves of
Hmong refugees crossed into Thailand. To survive, some 8,000 Hmong fled to Thailand in 1978,
followed by another 24,000 the following year and 15,000 more in 1980. By the end of 1980,
more than 100,000 Hmong had fled the country.*3

Even those determined to make peace with the new communist regime were also forced
to flee after life under the new regime had become intolerable. Many resented being forced to
relocate from their villages in the highlands to the cities, where they could be exposed to deadly
diseases to which they had no prior immunity, such as malaria, tuberculosis, and asthma. Others
saw the relocation as “forced assimilation” into Lao culture and society. Still, others despised
the regime’s collectivization program, whereby their “fields and buffaloes” no longer belonged to
them but to the community. Most of all, relocation, for Hmong loyal to Vang Pao, was nothing
more than “a security system aimed at keeping them in check.”** It was the new regime’s way to
spy on them even though they were told that relocation was for their own protection and
economic development. After all, armed soldiers were sent to every village. “Very politely,”
Yang Dao recalled, “one who seemed to be the leader would ask each Hmong family to shelter,
by turns, two of their comrades” who was there only to serve them. But “the Hmong soon
realized that the two Pathet Lao placed in their family had as their sole mission to watch them
night and day. They could go nowhere without being accompanied by the two ‘guardian angels’

who claimed to be assuring their safety against the terrorist activities of the rightist reactionaries.

33 W. Courtland Robinson, Terms of Refuge: The Indochinese Exodus and International Response (New York: Zed
Books, 1998), 107.

3 Gary D. Wekkin, “The Rewards of Revolution: Pathet Lao Policy toward the Hill Tribes since 1975”
Contemporary Laos, ed. Martin Stuart-Fox (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1982), 191.
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Soon the husband did not dare to talk to his wife, nor the parents to the children. The two Pathet
Lao were listening to every word and spying on every move. Nobody could trust anybody.”

Soon, anyone suspected of maintaining loyalty to Vang Pao was arrested and sent along
with thousands of former government officials already arrested and imprisoned to re-education
camps. By 1980, between 2,000 to 3,000 Hmong had been sent to reeducation camps in Xieng
Khoung and Sam Neua provinces along with thousands of other Lao so-called rightist
reactionaries. Among the most prominent of those who died in these camps were King Savang
Vathana, Queen Khamboui, and Touby Lyfoung.>® Many people, discouraged and feeling
exploited and often starving because of the strict food rationing, rice tax, and other repressive
measures, abandoned their farms, sold or secretly slaughtered their animals, and fled to Thailand.
Others, fearing of “being summoned, at any time, for weeks or even months of forced labor
(e.ge., transportation of ammunition and rice) far from their family residence or for ‘seminars’
(classes for political re-education which are in actuality forced labor camps from which no one
ever returns),” also fled to Thailand, at the earliest opportunity.>’

The sustained assaults on Hmong communities hiding in the Lao jungle—especially after
1977—combined with the swelling number of Hmong refugees trapped in camps in Thailand
after 1980, when Thailand adopted its policy of “humane deterrence” to discourage further
Indochinese arrivals and push new refugees back across the border, spurred Hmong in the United
States to mobilize. These developments made it increasingly urgent for them to speak out against

the Lao government and call for sweeping political reform in Laos, including its overthrow. As

Vang Pao later recalled, “In those days, it was impossible not to become involved. As much as |

33 Yang Dao, “Why did the Hmong leave Laos?”, 10.

36 John Dufty, The Hmong: An Introduction to their History and Culture (Washington, D.C.: Cultural Orientation
Resource Center, Center for Applied Linguistics, 2004), 8; Evans, 4 Short History of Laos, 183.

37 Yang Dao, “Why did the Hmong Leave Laos?” 10.
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wanted to live a quiet life on my farm in Montana, people across the country were calling every
day, asking me to mobilize our community to advocate for our people in the Lao jungle and in
the refugee camps.”® In 1981, General Vang Pao, along with Dr. Yang Dao, Vang Shur, and
several exiled Lao dignitaries, established the United Lao National Liberation Front—widely
known as Neo Hom. At the same time, figures such as Bee Moua, an engineer from Detroit, Yang
Teng, and others launched the U.S.-based Ethnic Liberation Organization of Laos (ELOL),
building an extensive network of supporters across the United States and abroad, including in
Minnesota.

Until the late 1980s, the Neo Hom organization operated with relative autonomy, largely
beyond the scrutiny of the U.S. government and its principal ally in Southeast Asia, Thailand.
Throughout that decade, Neo Hom successfully mobilized financial support from Hmong
families across the United States to aid Hmong and Lao resistance forces in Southeast Asia.
Although poor record-keeping and instances of mismanagement or diversion make precise
accounting difficult, estimates suggest that between $6 million and $9 million were raised
through membership dues and the sale of anticipated governmental positions in a post-liberation
Laos. Neo Hom also benefited from the backing of influential figures in America and Thailand,
including Colonel Harry C. Aderholt, a Vietnam War veteran, and Carl Bernard, a highly
decorated veteran of World War 11, the Korean War, and the Vietnham War, as well as several
conservative and military-oriented institutions such as the Heritage Foundation, the American
Freedom Foundation, GeoMiliTech Consultants Corporation, the Free Congress Foundation, and

the ultra-right-wing Civilian Military Assistance (CMA).*

% Vang Pao, interview, Santa Ana, California, July 28, 2010.
% Nengher N. Vang, “Unlawful or Not: Reassessing the Value and Impact of Hmong American Transnational
Politics,” Amerasia Journal 44, no. 2 (2018): 50.
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Not only that, Neo Hom successfully convinced the United States government to
condemn the Lao PDR government for its use of chemical and biological weapons against the
Hmong in the Lao jungle although the precise origin and composition of these toxins remain
contested.* Following the first Congressional hearing on Yellow Rain in December 1979, in
which Hmong survivor Tou Yi Vang testified that he “had diarrhea, headaches,” breathing
difficulty, and blurry vision and had to swallow “ginger and opium” to feel better within a few
days while eight others “died from breathing too much gas” and having “heavy bleed from their
nose” and uncontrollable bodily shaking after Pathet Lao forces attacked his village in the fall of
1977, both the CIA and the U.S. State Department concluded and charged that the Lao PDR
government had used chemical and biological toxins against Hmong dissidents in the Lao
jungle.*! “Chemical warfare (CW agents have been used in Laos by the Laotian and Vietnamese
forces against dissident Meo tribesmen,” the CIA declared. Three years later, in 1982, Secretary
of State Alexander Haig, confirming the use of chemical warfare agents against the Hmong in
Laos in his report to Congress, concluded: “Selected Lao and Vietnamese forces, under direct
Soviet supervisions, have employed lethal trichothecene toxins and other combinations of
chemical agents against Hmong resisting government control and their villages since at least
1976. Thousand have been killed or severely injured. Thousands also have been driven from

their homeland by the use of these agents.”*

40 For further discussion on the mystery surrounding the origin and composition of Yellow Rain, see Johnathan
Tucker, “The Yellow Rain Controversy: Lessons for Arms Control Compliance,” The Nonproliferation Review
(Spring 2001): 25-42.

41 Tou Yi Vang, “Statement on Chemical Warfare in Indochina,” U.S. Congress, House of Representatives,
Committee on Foreign Affairs, Use of Chemical Agents in Southeast Asia since the Vietnam War: Hearing before
the Subcommittee on Asian and Pacific Affairs, 96" Cong., 5" Sess., December 12, 1979: 18.

42 U.S. Department of State, Chemical Warfare in Southeast Asia and Afghanistan, Report from Secretary Alexander
M. Haig, Jr., March 22, 1982 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office); and U.S. Department of State,
Chemical Warfare in Southeast Asia and Afghanistan, Report from Secretary George P. Schultz, Nov. 1982
(Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office).
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Similarly, with the support of prominent American conservatives such as Lewis Lehrman,
chairman of Citizens for America, and retired Major General John Singlaub, chairman of the
U.S. Council for World Freedom (USCWF)—the American branch of the World Anti-
Communist League (WACL)—Bee Moua and other Hmong officers affiliated with the U.S.-
based branch of the ELOL facilitated the travel of Pa Kao Her and Yang Teng from Thailand to
the United States to raise funds from wealthy donors. In the same year, with U.S. support, Pa
Kao Her traveled to Angola in 1985 to join anti-communist leaders from Angola, Nicaragua, and
Afghanistan in establishing the “Democratic International,” a coalition aimed at challenging the
Soviet Union and its allied regimes worldwide.*’

What had enabled Hmong exiles to engage in long-distance nationalism throughout from
the mid-1970s to the end of the 1980s, was the broader geopolitical struggles of the Cold War.
Despite geopolitical tensions between the United States and China, Hmong leaders secured
limited assistance from Chinese sources. Vang Pao reportedly traveled several times to Thailand
and China to advance these relationships. Pa Kao Her also secured limited support from China
following his visit to Beijing in 1979. Thailand provided spaces for Hmong military training, and
refugee camps became recruitment grounds for fighters. Volunteers were allowed to travel
between camps and military bases, whereas noncombatants faced severe restrictions on
movement. Thailand, wary of communist infiltration from neighboring Laos and still recovering
from its own insurgency—which included ethnic Hmong fighters—recognized strategic value in
exiled Hmong leaders such as Vang Pao and Pa Kao Her. The Thai military leveraged their
influence to encourage Hmong insurgents to defect and align with Thai interests. Meanwhile,

China sought to counter Vietnam amid ongoing border disputes, and the United States continued

43 Nengher N. Vang, “Beyond the Peace Accords: Legacies of America’s Secret War in Laos,” Beyond the
Quagmire: New Interpretations of the Vietnam War, eds. Geoffrey W. Jensen and Matthew M. Stith (U of North
Texas Press, 2019), 59-60.
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its global rivalry with the Soviet Union. Within this context, Hmong resistance forces were
celebrated as “freedom fighters,” their struggle instrumentalized by larger powers seeking to
destabilize Soviet influence indirectly through conflict in Laos and Vietnam.** This international
support would, however, diminish with the end of the Cold War, signaling a dramatic shift in the
geopolitical landscape that had sustained Hmong transnational activism, a shift that, in turn,

compelled Hmong Americans to rethink their political strategies and priorities.

The Turning Point: Politics of Repatriation, Welfare Reform, and Naturalization

Concerns for the plight of Hmong communities in Asia, together with the challenges of
rebuilding life in the United States, continued to shape Hmong political engagement in
Minnesota in the post—Cold War period. On the one hand, Hmong Minnesotans remained deeply
invested in local political efforts to help newly arrived refugees navigate the difficulties of
resettlement. On the other, they sustained their commitment to long-distance nationalism,
advocating for the safety and rights of Hmong families still living in precarious conditions
abroad. What stands out, however, is the transition from the predominance of long-distance
nationalist activism in the first fifteen years of Hmong resettlement to a more balanced allocation
of political energies in the 1990s. Transnational activism remained influential in the first half of
the decade, but by the mid-1990s local—or ethnic—politics had taken precedence. By this time,
Hmong politics thus reached a critical turning point: the urgent need to secure public resources,
social services, and political representation for families struggling in the United States
increasingly outweighed efforts to liberate Laos from Vietnamese control or restore the exiled

Lao government. This shift—and Hmong Americans’ responses to it—reflected not only

4 Nengher N. Vang, “Dreaming of Home, Dreaming of Land: Displacements and Hmong Transnational Politics,
1975-2010,” Ph.D. dissertation, (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 2010): 210-255.
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changing domestic priorities, but also the broader transformations in global politics that followed
the end of the Cold War.

With the collapse of the Soviet Union, the geopolitical landscape transformed
dramatically. The United States, no longer intent on rallying “freedom fighters”—a term
President Ronald Reagan had applied to groups like the Hmong—to counter Soviet influence in
Southeast Asia, redirected its foreign policy. Rather than supporting resistance movements
against the communist governments of Laos and Vietnam, the U.S. sought to normalize
diplomatic relations with its former adversaries. Securing the release of American prisoners of
war and obtaining information on missing service members became key priorities. Laos, in turn,
leveraged its cooperation by insisting that the United States help broker the closure of refugee
camps in Thailand, particularly those housing Hmong refugees. As long as these camps remained
open, they provided spaces for long-distance nationalists to recruit and mobilize fighters against
the Lao People’s Democratic Republic.

To gain Laos’s cooperation, the George H.W. Bush administration severed all official and
unofficial ties with Lao and Hmong resistance groups and initiated negotiations with Thailand to
close the camps. The regional political landscape made this feasible: the end of Soviet support
for Vietnam led to a reduced Vietnamese presence in Laos, easing Thailand’s longstanding
concerns about communist expansion along its borders. Thailand was therefore willing to
collaborate with Laos to shut down the camps. In 1989, the United States, Laos, Thailand, and
sixty-seven other governments convened in Geneva to draft a Comprehensive Plan of Action
aimed at repatriating Hmong refugees to Laos or resettling them in third countries. Two years
later, Thailand and Laos, with U.S. backing, signed an agreement with the UNHCR to close the

camps entirely, pledging to clear Thailand of its remaining Indochinese refugees—including the
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Hmong—Dby the end of 1995. The United States committed $15 million to help fund camp
closures and the transport of Laotian and Hmong refugees back to Laos. +°

The shifting geopolitical landscape in Asia compelled Hmong Americans to channel their
political energies—especially between 1989 and the closure of the refugee camps in 1995—
toward transnational efforts, most notably the campaign to halt the repatriation of Hmong
refugees from Thailand to Laos. Hmong Americans were profoundly concerned for the safety of
their co-ethnics in Thailand and for the grave risk of persecution they faced if forcibly returned
to Laos. Armed resistance still persisted, though in diminished form, in the Lao interior, and the
Lao PDR government continued to regard the Hmong diaspora with suspicion, accusing them of
aiding insurgent forces inside the country. To sustain these transnational political efforts,
however, Hmong Americans had to adopt new strategies. During the Cold War, they had openly
engaged in long-distance nationalism, but after the Cold War ended, the U.S. government warned
that continued involvement could lead to criminal prosecution.

In response, community leaders reframed their resistance to camp closures and forced
repatriation in the language of human rights, allowing them to continue advocating while
avoiding direct violations of U.S. policy. At the center of this human rights campaign was Dr.
Vang Pobzeb, a graduate of the University of Denver’s International Studies program and the
founder and executive director of the Lao Human Rights Council. Based in Eau Claire,
Wisconsin, the council maintained close ties to Vang Pao’s Neo Hom organization and drew
broad support from Hmong communities across the United States. Until the last refugee camp
was closed, Dr. Vang pursued multiple strategies to advocate for the protection of Hmong in

Asia. In 1991, as repatriation and third-country resettlement efforts accelerated, he organized a

4 Keith Quincy, Harvesting Pa Chay s Wheat: The Hmong and America s Secret War in Laos (Spokane: Eastern
Washington University Press, 2000), 469.
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large-scale protest in Washington, D.C., demanding an end to forced returns. Xang Vang, a St.
Paul resident and adviser to the Neo Hom movement, led a delegation of ninety Minnesotan
supporters to join several thousand Hmong from California, Wisconsin, North Carolina,
Pennsylvania, and other states. “Help! Vietnamese are eating my motherland,” read the sign
Vang carried.*® Arguing that Hmong refugees would face retaliation and persecution if
repatriated to a Vietnam-influenced Laos, Dr. Pobzeb declared, “We are here because those
refugees should have the right to stay in Thailand as long as they want. We are here to request
that the U.S. government must request the Thai government to stop the forced repatriation of
Hmong and Laotian refugees to Laos without the consent of the returnees.”*’

In addition to organizing public demonstrations, Vang Pobzeb pursued a wide range of
political and diplomatic strategies. He authored white papers detailing the dangers of
repatriation, wrote letters to presidents and members of Congress, and frequently testified at
congressional hearings. On August 15, 1991, for instance, he appealed directly to President
George H.W. Bush to halt the repatriation process. “The refugees, returnees, and the dead in Laos
need your support and help,” he wrote. Repatriation—whether labeled voluntary or forced—was
unacceptable, he argued, because “these policies are forcing the refugees to death roads.”*® In a
white paper submitted to Congress and the President the following year, he estimated that
between 800 and 2,000 Hmong returnees had been killed or had disappeared between 1989 and

1991. Testifying before the Asia and the Pacific Subcommittee of the House Foreign Affairs

46 Les Suzukamo, “Hmong fight plan to send refugee kin back to Laos,” Pioneer Press, June 8, 1991.

47 Vang Pobzeb, “White paper on the purpose of Hmong and Laotian demonstrations in Washington, D.C., on June
9-10, 1991,” Lao Human Rights Council, June 3, 1991.

48 Vang Pobzeb, Letter to President George H.W. Bush, August 15, 1991.
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Committee in April 1994, he further reported that 4,500 Hmong had been forcibly repatriated
between 1991 and 1994.%°

As the final camp closures approached, he made one last appeal. In May 1995, he sent
Senator Paul Wellstone of Minnesota a white paper urging him to call on the U.S. government to
end the repatriation altogether. Drawing a stark historical parallel, Vang Pobzeb compared the
forced return of Hmong refugees to the transfer of Jewish refugees from Hungary to Nazi
Germany during World War II. It was wrong, he wrote, for Hungary to treat Jewish lives as
bargaining tools for political and economic gain and to force Jewish people into Germany, where
they faced certain extermination under the Nazi regime during the war. Likewise, he argued, “It
is wrong for the United States and Thailand to exchange Lao and Hmong refugees for their
political, economic, and commercial interest, and it is wrong to repatriate those refugees...to
[their] death by the authorities of the ‘Neo Nazis’ in Communist Laos.”°

Prominent allies outside the Hmong community also joined the effort. Former CIA
Director William Colby and journalist Jane Hamilton-Merritt—the author of The Tragic
Mountains and a Nobel Peace Prize nominee—publicly expressed grave concerns about the
repatriation. Hamilton-Merritt reminded congressional leaders of the extraordinary service the
Hmong had rendered to the United States during the Secret War in Laos: “It was the Hmong, or
‘Meo,” with U.S. backing, who kept the North Vietnamese Army at bay in northern Laos,
gathered critical intelligence, rescued downed aircrews, and defended navigational sites that

enabled precise, all-weather U.S. air strikes.” To compel Hmong refugees—many of whom had

opposed the Lao communist regime for years—to return to a government that had vowed to

4 Vang Pobzeb, “White paper on the murders and persecutions of the Hmong and Laotian returnees in Laos,”
submitted to U.S. Congress and the President, September 25, 1991.
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“wipe out” those who sided with the United States, she argued, “cannot in any way be justified”
and stands “against all concepts of justice and human rights.” Such policies, she insisted, “should
be stopped immediately.”!

Despite these efforts—and despite repeated protests by Hmong refugees in camps such as
Ban Vinai and Na Pho, including petitions signed by residents and delivered to U.S. officials—
the repatriation process continued. In late 1994, Vang Pobzeb joined a Wisconsin-based
delegation, supported by Congressman Steve Gunderson’s office, on a fact-finding mission to
Thailand, and later brought a petition signed by Hmong refugees to Congress. These coordinated
appeals, however, were not enough to persuade lawmakers to halt the repatriation. The
mysterious disappearance—and presumed murder—of Vue Mai, the Ban Vinai camp director
who accompanied a group of Hmong returnees to Laos in September 1993, also failed to shift
U.S. policy.*? In fact, shortly after the petitions reached Washington, Thai Interior Ministry
police, with assistance from UNHCR personnel, arrested six of the petition organizers. They
were taken to the Suan Plu immigration detention center in Bangkok. A U.S. embassy
spokesperson later stated that the men would remain in custody “until they sign up voluntarily to
return to Laos.”>* In the end, nothing succeeded in stopping the shutdown of the refugee camps.
Between 1992 and 1994, more than 25,000 Hmong were resettled in the United States, while

over 14,000 others were repatriated to Laos. But another 10,000 refugees rejected both options.

When the last camps closed, these individuals sought sanctuary at Wat Tham Krabok, a Buddhist

1'U.S. Congress, House, Indochinese Refugees, Hearing before the Subcommittee on Asia and the Pacific,
Committee on Foreign Affairs, 103 Congress, 2™ Session, April 26, 1994,
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monastery north of Bangkok, while an additional 8,000 dispersed into Hmong villages across
Chiang Rai, Chiang Mai, Tak, Phetchabun, and Phitsanulok provinces in Thailand.>*

As long as the refugee camps remained open, exiled Hmong leaders could sustain their
long-held vision of reclaiming Laos from communist control. With the closure of the camps,
however, such hopes were effectively dashed. By the early 1980s, Hmong long-distance
nationalism had already suffered severe setbacks. Despite support from Hmong diasporic
communities and non-Hmong allies, resistance forces inside Laos were no match for the Lao
PDR’s military, many of whom were also ethnic Hmong. Xai Shoua Yang, a resistance leader
after the Communist takeover, abandoned the struggle and fled to Thailand in 1980, and the
number of fighters along the Thai-Lao border declined sharply. Recruitment from the camps had
once bolstered these forces, but with the camps closed, no new reinforcements were available.
By the 1990s, many Hmong Americans had begun to accept that a return home was unlikely. As
Wendy Tai of the Star Tribune observed, life in Minnesota “offered a temporary shelter from
years of war, but the cities, the snow, and the alien culture were not home. Many Hmong hoped
the resistance fighters would wrest Laos from the Communists so they could return. But over the
years those hopes have dimmed, and support for the resistance has waned.” This acceptance was
echoed by community leaders. Dr. Yang Dao, former deputy secretary-general of Neo Hom,
remarked, “This is our home... The majority of Hmong are adjusting themselves to American
society, especially the young.” Christopher Thao, a Hmong attorney in Brooklyn Center,
described the fading aspiration to return as “someone always talking about a dream. After a

while, it gets boring.”?

>4 Sucheng Chan, Remapping Asian American History (Walnut Creek: AltaMira Press, 2003), 209; Hiram A. Ruiz,
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At the same time, Hmong Minnesotans were building new foundations at home. One of
the most significant developments was the founding of the Hmong American Partnership (HAP)
in 1990. Established by community leaders, including Christopher Thao and Robert Anderson,
HAP sought to support newly arrived Hmong facing high unemployment, youth gang violence,
truancy, and other challenges. Over time, it became the largest Hmong-serving nonprofit in the
United States, providing an expansive array of social services and community development
programs. Equally transformative was the entry of Hmong Minnesotans into electoral politics.
The historic 1991 election of Choua Lee, followed by Neal Thao’s first electoral victory in 1995,
signaled a new era of representation and possibility. The victories of Hmong candidates outside
Minnesota—most notably Joe Bee Xiong’s election to the Eau Claire, Wisconsin, city council in
1996 and Lormong Lo’s to the Omaha, Nebraska, city council in 1994—further demonstrated the
community’s expanding engagement in electoral politics. By the end of Thao’s tenure in 2003,
the Hmong community in Minnesota had become fully energized and mobilized for mainstream
American politics.

The most consequential form of political engagement undertaken by Hmong Minnesotans
in the 1990s, however, was the campaign for naturalization— a campaign initiated in 1990 but
largely ignored by lawmakers until the mid-1990s. The turning point came with President
William J. Clinton’s signing of the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation
Act of 1996, commonly known as the Welfare Reform Act. Under the new law, undocumented
immigrants were barred from receiving federal benefits. Even legal immigrants faced significant
restrictions: only those who qualified as recent refugees or asylees within seven years of arrival,
those who had accrued forty quarters (roughly ten years) of documented employment in the
United States, or those who had served in the U.S. armed forces could continue receiving

assistance. For the Hmong, many of whom had already resided in the United States beyond the
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seven-year window and had not accumulated the required work credits, the consequences were
immediate and severe. To retain essential benefits, they would need either to naturalize or to
demonstrate military service. Thus began an intense, multi-year effort to secure recognition for
Hmong veterans and to open a pathway to citizenship for thousands of families.

Central to this campaign was the Lao Veterans of America (LVA), founded in 1990 in
Fresno, California, by Colonel Wangyee Vang at the urging of General Vang Pao. With chapters
across the country—including a particularly active one in Minnesota—the LVA argued that
Hmong veterans deserved naturalization under precedents long applied to non-citizen
servicemen. Wangyee and his colleagues pointed to earlier U.S. policies granting expedited
citizenship to non-citizens who had served during World War I, World War II, and the Korean
War, as well as to the 1990 congressional legislation offering naturalization to Filipino veterans
of World War II. Hmong fighters, they argued, had served U.S. objectives in Southeast Asia no
less faithfully. The difference, as Wangyee repeatedly emphasized, was that “the Hmong and Lao
veterans were fighting in a secret war” and were therefore never formally acknowledged as part
of the U.S. armed forces.®

Winning naturalization requires not only moral argument but also political allies. In
Minnesota, two long-standing supporters—Representative Bruce Vento and Senator Paul
Wellstone—proved critical. In 1997, each introduced legislation aimed at securing Hmong
veterans’ access to naturalization. After the House Ways and Means Committee unanimously
adopted a resolution Vento introduced in April, some 3,000 Hmong and 1,000 Laotian veterans
received Vietnam War medals during a ceremony at the Vietnam Veterans Memorial in

Washington, D.C., where a granite plaque honoring their service was also installed at Arlington

3 Jean Hopfensperger, “Bill would help Hmong Vets get citizenship,” Star Tribune, April 5, 1990; and “Questions &
Answers about the trust of the Lao Veterans of America,” flyer with a message from Wangyee Vang, Organizational
Files, Special Collections, Hmong Archives, St. Paul, Minnesota.
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National Cemetery.®’ The following month, Wellstone introduced a companion bill in the Senate.
To continue the momentum, Wangyee sent a prepared statement urging Congress to waive the
English literacy requirement for Hmong veterans and their surviving spouses when he was
unable to appear in person at the June hearing. Although the House Judiciary Committee later
approved legislation to support this effort, both chambers still needed to agree on final
language.>®

By 1999, the bill faced new obstacles. Senator Rod Grams, Minnesota’s Republican
senator, advanced a competing proposal. Unlike Wellstone, who supported waiving the English
requirement, Grams insisted that Hmong veterans must pass the English test. The two also
differed over who should certify a veteran’s service. Wellstone favored entrusting the
determination to the Lao Veterans of America, whereas Grams argued it should rest with the
Department of Defense or the Central Intelligence Agency. In response, Wangyee mobilized
nearly 4,000 Hmong and Lao veterans for a major rally in Washington, D.C., in 1999—an
unprecedented display of political organization in the Hmong and Lao American communities.>’
After months of negotiation, the parties reached a compromise.®

After nearly a decade of advocacy, Congress passed the Hmong Veterans Naturalization
Act of 2000, which President Clinton signed into law on May 20. Calling the Act “a tribute to the

service, courage, and sacrifice of the Hmong who were our allies during the Vietnam War,” the

president described it as “a small step but an important one” toward recognizing the Hmong

57“U.S. House approves Vet Status for Hmong,” St. Paul Pioneer Press, April 30, 1997; Marc Kaufman, “At long
last, U.S. honors the Hmong: bittersweet ceremony salutes ethnic group’s aid in Vietnam War,” The Philadelphia
Inquirer, May 15, 1997; and Ben Barber, “U.S. Honors Hmong Soldiers Gift of Citizenship Promised to Veterans
from Laos,” The Washington Times, May 15, 1997.

58 U.S. Congress, House of Representatives, Hmong Veterans’ Naturalization Act of 1997 and Canadian Border Boat
Landing Requirements, Hearing before the Subcommittee on Immigration and Claims, Committee of the Judiciary,
105" Cong., 1° Sess., June 26, 1997.

% Heather Fors, “Minnesota Hmong, Lao Veterans Rally in D.C. for Citizenship Bill,” Star Tribune, May 14, 1999;
Gregg Salibury, “Hmong Veterans Rally in D.C.,” Asian American Press, May 21, 1999.
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contributions to American efforts in Southeast Asia.®! The final legislation assigned authority for
certifying veterans to the U.S. Attorney General and permitted as many as 45,000 eligible
Hmong veterans, widows, and spouses to take the citizenship test with the assistance of an
interpreter—thus allowing them to naturalize without meeting the English literacy requirement.
Although the Act did not automatically grant citizenship or entitle recipients to veterans’
benefits, it enabled thousands to retain access to essential federal assistance once naturalized.
By the time the Act became law, the Hmong American community had entered a new
political era—one rooted not in a distant homeland but in the civic and institutional life they
were building in the United States. The pursuit of naturalization—first spurred by welfare
reform, then enabled by the Veterans Naturalization Act—marked a decisive shift from long-
distance nationalism toward permanent settlement and active engagement in American civic life.
As more Hmong became citizens, their political influence expanded, laying the foundation for
the electoral successes of Hmong candidates in the new millennium. Naturalization, political
participation, and alliance-building became the central strategies through which Hmong
Minnesotans envisioned and shaped their future in the United States. Yet, as the new century
unfolded, Hmong Americans would again confront new challenges that would reshape the next

chapter of their political development.

Renewed Convergence: Arrests, Human Rights, and Unity in the New Millennium
On June 4, 2007, shockwaves rippled through Hmong American communities nationwide
when U.S. federal agents arrested the revered Hmong leader General Vang Pao and nine others,

including retired U.S. Army Lt. Col. Harrison Ulrich Jack. They were accused of violating the

61 “Statement by President Clinton on the Hmong Veterans Naturalization Act,” St. Paul Pioneer Press, May 27,
2000.
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U.S. Neutrality Act by conspiring on American soil to purchase military weapons—among them
AK-47s, Stinger missiles, C-4 explosives, Claymore mines, and night-vision equipment—for an
alleged plot to overthrow the Lao PDR government. Immediately after news of Vang Pao’s arrest
circulated, Hmong community leaders mobilized across the country. Outrage swiftly turned into
collective action: “Free Vang Pao” protests erupted in cities with significant Hmong
populations—most prominently St. Paul, Minnesota; Sacramento, California; and Madison,
Wisconsin—though Sacramento, the site of the arraignments and hearings, became the
movement’s focal point.

These demonstrations drew Hmong Americans across generations, gender, class, religion,
and political affiliation. Remarkably, many organizers and spokespersons were young, college-
educated 1.5- and second-generation Hmong who had previously been indifferent to Vang Pao or
skeptical of his politics. Long-standing generational divides began to soften, and a renewed
appreciation for the general’s symbolic importance took shape. Few articulated this shift more
poignantly than Wameng Moua, editor of Hmong Today. Reflecting after the arrests, Moua wrote
of Vang Pao as a man who had sacrificed personal comfort for decades to advocate for Hmong
still suffering in Laos. For years, he noted, younger Hmong, “blinded by” their youth, dismissed
the general’s annual New Year speeches as relics of a bygone era, while their parents revered him
as a foundational figure—*‘their George Washington or Martin Luther King.” Only now, Moua
confessed, did many younger Hmong, including Moua himself, begin to grasp the depth of Vang
Pao’s commitments, recognizing in him “a man of integrity and fortitude,” a hero whose legacy

remained “forever intact.”’?

92 Wameng Moua, “Letter from the Editor,” Hmong Today, June 16, 2007.
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This extraordinary moment of solidarity signaled a new political force emerging within
the Hmong American community during the first decade of the twenty-first century. Although
long-distance nationalism had dominated political engagement during the initial years of
resettlement—and ethnic politics gained momentum in the 1990s and came to the fore by
decade’s end—the new millennium ushered in a period in which local and transnational concerns
became deeply intertwined. The arrest of Vang Pao was only one catalyst for this sustained,
intergenerational activism that unfolded across both domestic and overseas arenas. The 2003
arrest of St. Paul pastor Naw Karl Mua in Laos offers another striking example of this
increasingly interwoven landscape of Hmong American political engagement. Mua, along with
journalists Thierry Falise and Vincent Reynaud and three Hmong men, was detained on June 4,
2003, shortly after journalist Andrew Perrin published a harrowing report and photo essay in
Time Asia documenting the dire conditions of Hmong hiding in the Lao jungle. Perrin described
a community of hundreds—perhaps thousands—traumatized, starving, and pleading for rescue.
Mua and the journalists had attempted to follow up on Perrin’s account but were ambushed by
government forces as they exited the jungle under Hmong escort. After a two-and-a-half-hour
trial, they were sentenced to fifteen years in prison for murder, obstructing police work, and
illegal weapons possession.®’

Like their response to Vang Pao’s arrest, Hmong Americans quickly sprang into action.
The Lao Veterans of America (LVA) organized rallies, including a major one at the Minnesota
State Capitol on June 24, where State Representative Cy Thao declared that trade relations with

Laos must halt until Mua and the journalists were freed. Although the final release on July 9 was

53 Andrew Perrin, “Welcome to the Jungle,” Time Asia Magazine, May 5, 2003; Todd Nelson, “St. Paul Pastor
arrested in Laos,” St. Paul Pioneer Press, June 12, 2003; Martha Sawyer Allen, “St. Paul Pastor, 2 Journalists
detained in Laos,” Minneapolis Star Tribune, June 12, 2003; Ron Corben, “Lao arrests European journalists,
American in battle with rebels,” Bangkok Post, June 11, 2003; and Seth Mydans, “2 Journalists and U.S. clergyman
are reported held in Laos,” New York Times, June 16, 2003.
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achieved through a combination of congressional pressure—especially from Senator Norm
Coleman and Representative Betty McCollum—and Laos’s desire to advance trade negotiations
with the United States, Hmong American activism played a crucial role in sustaining attention
and moral pressure.®* The campaign deepened intergenerational commitments to human rights
advocacy and reinforced the sense that the plight of Hmong in Laos was inseparable from the
political identity of Hmong in the United States.

This blend of local and transnational solidarity also animated the “Long Walk for
Freedom,” a two-month journey from St. Paul to Washington, D.C., undertaken in the summer of
2004 by longtime St. Paul activist and businessman Zhong Khang Yang and co-organized by
university student Amee Xiong, then a leader of the group Voices of Sorrow. For Xiong, the
effort was both personal and political. “These Hmong people,” she declared, “are OUR
PEOPLE.” They were being hunted and killed, she explained, while others “go on living a decent
life, a decent job with a nice family,” simply because they had fought in the Secret War and never
had the opportunity to come to America.®

The most visible and influential acts of solidarity, however, emerged in response to the
desecration of Hmong graves at Wat Tham Krabok following the resettlement of more than
15,000 Hmong refugees in 2004—2005. Although many Hmong cooperated with the closure of
the monastery—Ilong a refuge for those unwilling to repatriate—the discovery that Thai

authorities and associated organizations had exhumed roughly 900 Hmong graves provoked

54 Todd Nelson, “St. Paul Pastor’s arrest fuels anti-Laos rally,” Pioneer Press, June 25, 2003; Frederic J. Frommer,
“Minnesota: Coleman Urges Slow Approach to Laos Trade,” St. Paul Pioneer Press, June 21, 2003; and Tom Webb,
“Washington, D.C.: Ambassador urges resolution for pastor,” Pioneer Press, June 26, 2003; and Tom La Venture,
“Welcome home: Rev. Mua relieved but grieves for Hmong in Laos,” Asian American Press, July 18, 2003.
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widespread outrage.®® In Minnesota, Senator Mee Moua and Representative Cy Thao became
key advocates, transforming what might have remained a diaspora grievance into an international
human rights campaign. Moua, her husband Yee Chang, and Professor Barbara Frey of the
University of Minnesota organized town halls, letter-writing campaigns, and legislative action.
Hundreds attended. In 2006, the Minnesota legislature passed a resolution demanding an end to
the exhumations and restitution for affected families. Moua later led a fact-finding delegation to
Thailand and, with Frey and Thao, organized a 2008 hearing featuring James Anaya, the UN
Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. Their efforts ultimately halted further
excavations and enabled the National Hmong Grave Desecration Committee to reclaim and
rebury 691 bodies in northern Thailand.®’

Taken together, these developments reveal a community entering the new millennium
with a revitalized political consciousness—one shaped by shared memory, intergenerational
activism, and an expanding sense of responsibility to Hmong lives both in the United States and
abroad. Community members protested Vang Pao’s arrest and celebrated the eventual dismissal
of charges—an outcome even prosecutors attributed to insufficient evidence. Ethnic politicians
such as Mee Moua and Cy Thao took up transnational causes, while activists initially oriented
toward politics in Laos increasingly turned their efforts toward local civic participation. Amee
Xiong exemplified this trajectory. Beginning with human rights advocacy and protests
Normalized Trade Relations with Laos, she later worked with Take Action Minnesota to increase

voter participation and ultimately played a key role in electing her husband, Dai Thao, as the first

5 Wameng Moua, “Hmong graves at the Wat being exhumed,” Hmong Today, December 1, 2005; and Wameng
Moua, “Hundreds gather to protest grave diggers,” Hmong Today, March 17, 2006.
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Hmong American member of the St. Paul City Council in 2013. Vang Pao’s passing in 2011
would, nonetheless, usher in emerging political challenges at home and overseas, compelling
Hmong Americans to once again reconsider the future direction of their political priorities and

collective well-being.

Conclusion: Rethinking Hmong Political Trajectories

From the self-help organizations and diasporic nationalism of the 1970s and 1980s,
Hmong politics in the United States shifted in the 1990s toward electoral participation and, by
the early 2000s, toward an intertwining of ethnic and transnational activism. By 2010, Hmong
Americans had forged an unprecedented synthesis of local civic engagement and long-distance
political mobilization. Yet Vang Pao’s death marked a decisive rupture. Long-distance
nationalism did not disappear, but the general’s passing symbolized its precipitous decline. As
long as he remained active, a sense of collective purpose endured; with his death, that fragile
unity fractured. No successor emerged with comparable authority. Leadership devolved to local
and clan-based figures whose influence rarely extended beyond their immediate constituencies.®®
His son, Wang Chong Vang, inherited his father’s mantle and retained the loyalty of core
supporters, as reflected in the large turnout at his funeral, which drew honored guests including
exiled Lao Prince Soulivong Savang, son of Savang Vatthana. Yet controversies surrounding
Wang Chong’s funeral—most notably the sudden death of Lee Pao Yang, president of United
Hmong Vision, and the turmoil among other attendees—ultimately underscored, rather than
resolved, the leadership vacuum left by the absence of a unifying figure capable of rallying

Hmong and Lao exiles as Vang Pao once had.

% Nengher N. Vang and Jeremy Hein, “Hmong American Leadership and Unity in the Post-Vang Pao Era,” Hmong
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Similarly, although Hmong long-distance nationalism persisted and even proliferated
across generations, newly formed organizations and emerging leaders were unable to unite
Hmong and Lao exiles around a shared political agenda in the homeland. In the new millennium,
Vang Pao’s most devoted followers reconstituted Neo Hom as the United Lao Council for Peace,
Freedom, and Reconstruction. Members of the 1.5 generation launched groups such as the World
Hmong People’s Congress, Congress of World Hmong People, Hmoob Mojthem Foundation,
United Hmong Vision, and Hmoob Tebchaws. Second-generation Hmong Americans organized
initiatives, including Voices of Sorrow, Hmoob Hlub Hmoob, and the Hmong Human Rights
Group at the University of Wisconsin—Madison. Some activists—particularly within the 1.5
generation—advanced even more radical positions than those of Neo Hom or ELOL under Pa
Kao Her during the Cold War, openly advocating an independent Hmong homeland. Cultural
expressions of this aspiration multiplied as well: storefronts adopted the name “Chao Fa” after
the insurgent movement, publishers invoked “Hmongland,” and films cast Hmong heroes against
Lao communist antagonists. Yet these proliferating initiatives articulated competing visions of
Lao national liberation and Hmong sovereignty—at times invoking prophecies of a coming
Hmong king—fragmenting the political landscape and fostering rivalry rather than a unified
program for transformation in the homeland.

The waning momentum of long-distance nationalism became especially evident after the
2016 arrest of Seng Xiong, the most vocal contemporary proponent of a Hmong state, on charges
of defrauding elderly Hmong Americans of $1.7 million through an affinity scheme promising a
nation that did not yet exist. He was later sentenced to eighty-seven months in prison and ordered
to pay more than $1.2 million in restitution. Unlike the mass mobilization that followed Vang
Pao’s arrest, Xiong attracted little support beyond his inner circle. Few protests materialized;

some community members even testified against him. His imprisonment deepened internal
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fractures among his followers, who splintered into rival factions. Combined with longstanding
skepticism toward long-distance nationalism and the absence of credible leadership, these
divisions left the movement marginalized and increasingly delegitimated.

Should new conditions arise, transnational activism may well reemerge; however,
whether such mobilization would again take the form of renewed calls for a sovereign Hmong
state, as advocated by Seng Xiong and other proponents of long-distance nationalism, remains an
open question. Historically, Hmong nationalism has tended to intensify during periods of acute
marginalization, when experiences of racism and exclusion revive a collective sense of
statelessness. In the early 2000s—particularly between 2004 and 2005—Iong-distance
nationalism reached a high point, marked by Zhong Khang Yang’s “Long Walk for Freedom”
and the emergence of multiple new organizations across generations. This surge was driven not
only by ongoing persecution of Hmong in the Lao jungle, grave desecration, and the refugee
repatriation crisis at Huai Nam Khao affecting those displaced from Wat Tham Krabok and
escapees from Laos, but also by escalating racial tensions within the United States. Following the
2004 deer-hunting shooting incident, Chai Vang’s actions were mobilized to vilify the entire
Hmong community, which was portrayed as a population of “aliens” invading America with a
primitive hunting culture. Bumper stickers proclaiming “Save a Deer, Shoot a Mung” starkly
reinforced the message that formal citizenship neither erased perceived foreignness nor
guaranteed social acceptance, renewing—for some—the appeal of an imagined homeland.

More recently, the Trump administration’s Operation Metro Surge—a large-scale
immigration enforcement operation in Minnesota carried out by U.S. Immigration and Customs
Enforcement and other federal agents, marked by aggressive tactics such as widespread racial
profiling, stops, and arrests affecting citizens and noncitizens alike—rekindled nationalist

sentiment among die-hard Hmong activists, underscoring a central paradox of incorporation:
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legal citizenship does not necessarily secure social belonging or political inclusion. Hmong
Americans thus remain, in effect, “alien citizens”—formally American yet culturally marked as
outsiders.

Yet despite these recurrent flare-ups of nationalist sentiment, long-distance nationalism
has lacked the organizational coherence necessary for revival at scale in the absence of a
unifying leader or shared political program. In the leadership vacuum following Vang Pao’s
death, the subsequent discrediting of Seng Xiong, and amid expanding Hmong electoral
successes in Minnesota, California, Wisconsin, and beyond, local politics and civic engagement
have increasingly taken precedence over transnational causes. Hmong political life is therefore
likely to remain anchored primarily in local and ethnic politics in the years ahead. Electoral
participation, community-based organizing, and struggles for recognition within U.S. institutions
have come to define the terrain of Hmong activism, reflecting a pragmatic turn toward
incorporation rather than sovereignty.

In this shifting landscape, the admonition of the Hmong prophet Joua Xue may prove
prescient: mus npaum nyuj plaub, rov npaum nyuj kub (as many Hmong people as a cow’s hair
may go into exile, but only as many as a cow’s horns will return). Only a few—perhaps those
deported—may ultimately go home; the rest will remain in diaspora, gradually dispersing over
time and negotiating lives shaped less by aspirations of return than by the ongoing struggle for

recognition, inclusion, and belonging in the societies they now inhabit.
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