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ABSTRACT

HMONG PAJ NTAUB: A COMPARISON OF DESIGN MOTIFS,
COLOR, SIZE, AND ORNAMENTAL CONSTRUCTION TECHNIQUES
BETWEEN 1977-1979 AND 1981-1983
By

Annette Hafner-Hoppenworth

Documentation of the physical attributes of two samples of Hmong
paj ntaub was undertaken to determine what changes have occurred, since
the Hmong settled in Lansing, Michigan. Evaluation of the pieces,
produced for the public, were analyzed and findings interpreted in
respect to transcribed interviews with individuals assisting the Hmong.

Analysis of variance, chi-square analysis and the z test showed a
statistically significant decrease in the average total size of the
paj ntaub and in the average number of borders, number of colors, and
ornamental construction techniques used per piece. This may indicate a
trend towards decreasing productivity time, thereby increasing output.

A traditionally accepted set of procedures, on how to produce the
paj ntaub, was supported by the absence of statistically significant
difference in the number of design motifs, colors, and ratio of borders
to center area used per piece and in the choice and properties of

colors and ornamental construction techniques between samples.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Justification

The arrival of a unique ethnic group, in the United States, opens
a new area for study. Understanding where the group came from, how
they endured resettlement, and what their unique cultural differences
are can have far-reaching benefits for the subject group, the
researcher, and local and national communities. This particular study
focuses on the textile art of the Hmong, a relatively new folk group in
Lansing, Michigan. Specifically, this study will compare one type of
Hmong textile in two time periods.

The Hmong started migrating to the United States in 1975. They
have had difficulty resettling because of their many cultural
differences, their lack of written language, and the inadequacy of
government training programs. A better understanding of the Hmong
culture, and the effects of America on the Hmong, could improve
adjustment programs and quicken resettlement for Hmong refugees.

Paj ntaub, a highly decorative textile appears to have changed
since the Hmong arrived in the United States. Studying the differences
between pieces first produced in the Lansing area and pieces made

several years after resettlement may be beneficial to the Hmong and the







scientific community.

First, an understanding of how the Hmong react to the intervention
of Americans in paj ntaub production may assist in determining how the
Hmong will react to various resettlement stimuli. Such insight could
eventually lead to resettlement programs better suited to the needs of
the Hmong. Second, a study of the paj ntaub may contribute to American
appreciation of a Hmong tradition. Third, with production and sales of
the paj ntaub now estimated to contribute between $500 and $3000 a year
to the family income ("Artists...." 1983, p. 4), increased awareness of
this cultural folk art could increase Hmong subsistence Tevels through
additional sales. Fourth, a study of the past and present paj ntaub
will document the changes for future generations and the information
may be useful to museums that have collected paj ntaub.

The procedures used in this study for measuring change in textiles
will be of interest to the scientific community. Several similarities
exist between textile research in the disciplines of folklore and
clothing and textiles. Folklore textiles, however, are usually studied
by observation rather than scientific measurement. This study should
be of value to folklore specialists because it develops a more precise

method for measuring change in folklore textiles.

Review of the Literature

Very 1little printed material was available on the Hmong until
about 1945. Most information published about the Hmong prior to 1965
was based in information obtained from the Chinese and Laotians. For

this reason, first hand knowledge of the Hmong is relatively scarce.
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Research Titerature is available on the topics of Hmong history,
culture, health, migration patterns, individual communities in the
United States, family structure, language, and textiles. However, few
studies have dealt specifically with Hmong paj ntaub and most of those
available are concerned with marketing. None could be located which
documented change in Hmong textiles over time.

This chapter presents a brief history of the Hmong through 1985 as
a context for understanding the group. It includes a discussion of
resettlement difficulties, a comparison of selected aspects of Hmong
and American culture, and a description of the Lansing Hmong Community.

Types of paj ntaub and selected marketing studies conclude the chapter.
History of the Hmong

Throughout history the Hmong have been known by several names.
The Chinese use the term Miao, meaning "barbarian," to identify this
group. In Laos the Hmong called themselves mung or h’mung (Bernatzik,
1978, p. 7). According to Dr. Yang Dao the Hmong prefer Hmong, which
means "free men" (Catlin, 1981, p. 5). For the remainder of this study

the term Hmong will be used.
China

The Hmong entered China from Mongolia approximately 4,000 years
ago (Bernatzik, 1978, p. 31). They originally cultivated the river
valleys of the Blue and Yellow Rivers near what is now Shanghai
(Armbruster, 1983, p. 8). Pressured by the Chinese, to adopt their way
of life, the Hmong fled south (Garrett, 1974, p. 78). The majority of
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the Hmong started migrating out of China, into southeast Asia about 150
years ago. According to a 1947 study, however, the Hmong were reported
to still occupy parts of south and west China, north China, Indochina,
northern Thailand, and northwest Burma (Bernatzik, 1978, p. 38). A
1953 People’s Republic of China census listed 2 1/2 million Hmong
living in China (Garrett, 1974, p. 86). The minorities in China have
undergone political pressure to abandon their culture and accept the
Chinese way of life. According to the census report, the Hmong in
China have integrated into Chinese society (Garrett, 1974, p. 86). Of
the many countries into which the Hmong migrated, Laos is important
because of the resulting changes on Hmong culture and their traditional

Tifestyle.

Laos

The majority of the Hmong moved from China into Laos about 150
years ago. Geographically Laos consists of mountainous regions
Tandlocked by Cambodia, Vietnam, and Thailand (Figure 1). The people
of Laos were divided into two major groups--the hill-tribe minorities
and lowland Laotians. The Hmong were the largest hill-tribe minority
in Laos (Champassak, 1983, p. 15). The Hmong cited two reasons for
moving from China to Laos: to escape from hostile neighbors, and to
have more land to farm and raise livestock (Barney and Koumarn, 1980,
p. 3). Although the Hmong sought a peaceful existence, they found the
opposite. They were swept into 70 years of war and conflict that
resulted in the division of the Hmong population, resettlement, and the

loss of many lives.







Figure 1. Map of Laos, from Michigan Hmong Arts, 1983.

French Relation. In 1896 the French, ruling Laos at that time,
imposed a tax system on the Hmong based on family size and not on
income. The Hmong, unable to live with the tax, caused revolts until
it was discontinued (Barney and Koumarn, 1980, p. 4). In 1941 the
Japanese attempted to gain control of Laos. The Hmong, under the
Teadership of Touby Lyfoung, joined the French and Laotians to form an
army that overtook the Japanese in 1945 (Barney and Koumarn, 1980,
p. 5).

American Relations. In 1945 a new leader emerged, and the Hmong
population divided. While Touby Lyfoung gained increasing respect with
the Royal Lao Government, a new opposition party under the Hmong leader
Faydang Lori gained strength. This group, known as Lao Issara, became
the Pathet Lao (Barney and Koumarn, 1980, p. 5). The Hmong remained
divided in 1953, when the Civil War broke out in Laos. Some 100,000
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Hmong fought on the side of the communist-led Pathet Lao. Over 250,000
fought on the side of the pro-Western Royal Lao government under
General Vang Pao (Garrett, 1974, p. 83). The Pathet Lao received
support from the Soviet Union, China, and North Vietnam. The Royal Lao
Hmong were recruited, employed, armed, and led by the United States
Central Intelligence Agency, CIA (Garrett, 1974, p. 83). Under the
title of the U.S. Secret Army, the Hmong rescued downed pilots,
destroyed enemy supplies, and delivered important information to the
Americans.

In 1972 a cease-fire agreement between the two parties was signed
(Barney and Koumarn, 1980, p. 13). As the communist party took over
Laos and announced the intent to create a socialist state, both Hmong
and Americans fled the country (Brown and Zasloff, 1976, p. 218). The
Pathet Lao could not distinguish between communist and noncommunist
Hmong, and so they centered their efforts on the entire Hmong
population. With their attention focused on the Hmong, the American
forces withdraw from Laos un-noticed (Brown and Zasloff, 1976, p. 219).
Simultaneously, all American assistance, food, arms, and guidance
ended. Encouraged by Souvanna, leader of the Royal Lao Army, General
Vang Pao and many of his top officials also left the country (Barney
and Koumarn, 1980, p. 14). The Pathet Lao easily took over Laos in
April of 1975 (Barney and Koumarn, 1980, p. 13).

The Hmongs’ cooperation with Americans, and their ability to
fight, marked them as prime targets for execution by the new government
of Laos (Barney and Koumarn, 1980, p. 14). The Hmong were called

"tools of the CIA" and "lackeys of American imperialism." A program
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entitled "Extinct Destruction Operations" sought to eliminate the
Hmong (Santoli, 1983, p. 4). According to the policy, "the fields and
houses of any pro-American Hmong villages were to be burned, the
animals therein were to be slaughtered, and the people who lived there
were to be chased down and killed" (Barney and Koumarn, 1980, p. 15).

The Hmong claim to have left Laos for several reasons. While
economic and political freedom played a minor role, the fear of re-
education camps and toxic chemical attacks were the major factors
(Garrett, 1980, p. 633). "Military specialists and government
scientists in the United States, Canada, Great Britain, France, West
Germany, Norway, Thailand, Israel, and New Zealand have confirmed the
current Soviet use of chemical warfare in Laos" (Santoli, 1983, p. 5).
The Hmong experienced a variety of chemical toxins grouped under the
general name "yellow and red rain" (Quincy, 1988, p. 195). The results
ranged from "incapacitation, stupor and nausea, to choking, neurologic
fits and massive hemorrhage causing quick death" (Santoli, 1983, p. 5).
Those not directly hit suffered malnutrition and starvation due to
chemical contamination of their food supplies.

Between 1975 and 1979 the Pathet Lao gained control of over two-
thirds of Laos, forcing the noncommunist Lao and all Hmong minorities
to leave (Garrett, 1974, p. 83). The Lao elite fled to France or the
United States while the Hmong escaped to refugee camps managed by the

United Nations High Commission on Refugees, UNHCR, and the Thai

government (Andelman, 1976, p. 54). The Hmong migrated from Laos to
Thailand in two major waves. In 1975 over 44,000 persons left Laos;

the majority were Hmong. About seven to ten thousand hill-tribe people
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migrated each year between 1976 and 1978. The second wave was in 1979
(Champassak, 1983, p. 15).

Many Hmong died in their efforts to leave Laos for Thailand.
Pathet Lao soldiers lined the Ho Chi Minh trail to the Mekong River,
which separates Laos from Thailand. Those who reached the river may
have bought boat passage across the Mekong at night (Bernstein, 1978,
p. 64). Many drowned trying to swim or float across. Once the Hmong
had crossed the Mekong, they were greeted by Hmong soldiers who

escorted them to refugee camps (Garrett, 1980, p. 640).

Thailand

In 1988 there were six refugee camps for hill-tribe peoples in
Thailand: Chang Khong, Chang Kham, Sob Tuang, Ban Nam Yao, and Ban
Vanai (Quincy, 1988, p. 197). Ban Vanai, with a population of 35,000,
has the largest concentration of Hmong in the world (Nichols, 1988,
p. 134). A long waiting period existed before admittance into the
United States or another of the 35 countries accepting southeast Asian
refugees (Garrett, 1980, p. 639). In 1986, more than 10,000 camp
residents applied for resettlement (Walker and Moffat, 1988, p. 54).
"Initially the U.S. refused to admit the Hmong because, officials
claimed, they were not United States employees, a condition of refugee
status" (Armbruster, 1983, p. A8). Before refugees could migrate to
the U.S., they had to exhibit proof, such as military assignments or
payroll receipts, stating that they served on the U.S. side during the
Vietnam War. Those Hmong who fought with the communist Pathet Lao are

not allowed to resettle in the United States.
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Resettlement in the United States

Relocation

The four major countries that have accepted Hmong refugees are
France, Australia, Canada, and the United States. The Hmong have
experienced greater alienation and cultural adjustment problems in the
United States than in the other three countries. According to Haggland
(1980) there are three general explanations for the resettlement
difference. First, the American public has never understood the
Vietnam War. Therefore those involved, both American veterans and
refugees, have been alienated. Second, most Americans still believe in
the melting-pot myth, that immigrants should "shed their original
heritage to become Americans" (Haggland, 1980, p. 26). The cultural
traditions of the Hmong are so deeply embedded in their everyday life
that a complete transition to American ways would be difficult. Third,
the Hmong differed so greatly from previous refugees that appropriate
resettlement programs were not available. The Hmong are preliterate;
they did not have a written language. The Hmong also have extremely
strong kinship ties and as a group are better organized than other

refugees (Roth Li, 1981, p. 1).
Sponsorship

The first Hmong to arrive in the United States were sponsored by
churches, church groups, or refugee agencies. More recent sponsors
include Hmong families bringing relatives to the United States. The

general practice in refugee resettlement in the United States is to
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encourage wide dissemination; to make for a quicker adjustment on the
premise that isolation from other Hmong encourages adoption of American
ways. Kinship ties, variations in welfare payments from state to
state, and the availability of job-training opportunities for refugees
has encouraged secondary migration among the Hmong (Roth Li, 1981,
p. 4).

Remigration causes a great deal of stress between sponsors and
refugees as well as creating organizational problems for refugee
resettlement agencies and adjustment problems for the Hmong (Roth Li,
1981, p. 4). An analysis of several Hmong communities and their
existing resettlement programs suggests that the ideal Hmong population
is 500 persons, as represented in Lansing, Michigan. This small number
allows kinship ties while permitting resettlement agencies to function

(Roth Li, 1981, p. 5).

Cultural Adjustment

Refugee resettlement agencies that encourage participation succeed
far better than those that do not. The Hmong are more cooperative when
advice comes through their own channels of authority (Roth Li, 1981,
p. 7). General Vang Pao organized a mutual assistance association in
California called the Lao Family Community. The association organizes
social events, provides transportation and translators when necessary,
and self-help opportunities (Roth Li, 1981, p. 6). Such programs are
necessary to combat the effects of culture shock from the relocation of
the Hmong in the United States. The Hmong are often forced to change

drastically or to abandon cultural patterns that have solidified their
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ethnic group for hundreds of years. The Hmong must learn English, seek
employment, alter traditional practices, and acquire general knowledge
for everyday living in an urban environment.

A major resettlement difficulty for the Hmong was their inability
to speak, read, or write English. English is usually a prerequisite
for vocational training. The Hmong have therefore been forced to go on
welfare until they can learn enough English to qualify for training.
In 1981 the federal government reimbursed the state for three years of
refugee assistance per refugee (Roth Li, 1981, p. 21). Optimally, an
English-as-a-second-language program combined with vocational training
in Hmong would quicken resettlement. For women, literacy instruction
often includes survival methods such as time and home management
(Roth Li, 1981, p. 11). After a few months women are then able to make
emergency telephone calls, give personal information, recognize
currency, take a bus, and shop for household items (Mannel, 1982,
p. 1).

Limited employment opportunities for their skill level and lack of
understanding of the Hmong by potential employers creates another
problem. The majority of the Hmong have never worked as employees
before. 1In Laos men worked in agriculture and as soldiers. Farming at
high elevations, the Hmong used slash-and-burn agriculture to grow
corn, wheat, rice, and opium.

When employed in American businesses, the Hmong suffer from
inadequate preparation and separation from other Hmong (Roth Li, 1981,
p. 19). Even if properly trained for the job, the Hmong find the

employment situation very foreign. They are emotionally unprepared for
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the job, and become frustrated by it. They also suffer from
psychological distress due to the need for assistance. The Hmong have
provided for themselves for hundreds of years. The cultural stigma
associated with assistance encourages employment and creates stress in
the family (Barney and Koumarn, 1980, p. 11). The Hmong often qualify
only for low-income jobs. 1In order to provide for the Hmong extended
family, i.e., wife, children, parents, and possibly the wife and
children of deceased brothers, one wage earner may have several
positions.

As a result, dependence on one family member for survival has
affected the traditional family hierarchy. In the past, the knowledge
needed to live was handed down orally from one generation to the next
by elders (Barney and Koumarn, 1980, p. 9). Usually the oldest member
of a family, clan, or village received the position of authority
(Roth Li, 1981, p. 5). In the United States elders are dependent on
their sons who fought with Americans, and are more familiar with
American ways. As the youth surpassed their elders in English, a
cultural gap appeared. Hmong elders fear that the children cannot
adequately compete with American children, and that in their effort to
Tearn American ways Hmong culture will be forgotten (Vang, 1982, p. 4).
This change in family hierarchy has also affected the adjustment of
elders who are no longer able to provide for their families, or to pass
on cultural knowledge to their children and grandchildren. As the
Hmong adjust to America, their family structure and cultural patterns

are being altered.






Conflicting Customs

As confrontations between American and Hmong traditions arise, the
Hmong are forced to resolve conflicts in cultural patterns either by
change or compromise. Several cultural traditions have been affected
by Hmong life in the United States; marriage rituals, family structure,

and medical practices are three of them.

Marriage Rituals. The Hmong traditional marriage rituals are still
followed by many. A bride-price and dowry are exchanged between the
parents of the bride and groom. The bride-price must be agreed upon
between families, and an equal dowry is given to the groom’s family.
Parents are still responsible for choosing mates for their children.
While a boy and girl may suggest marriage to their elders, the final
arrangement and consent 1lies between the parents (Roth Li, 1981,
p. 14). The age at which Hmong couples get married has changed. The
Hmong elders have exerted pressure for teenagers to wait until their

early twenties to get married and this has decreased teenage pregnancy.

Family Structure. Many traditions have changed to comply with
American laws and culture. After every war in Hmong history, levite
polygamy has been the practice, to care for widows and their children.
In the true form of levite, men would marry their brother’s widow and
adopt his children. In the United States, the illegal practice of
polygamy has been replaced by a new form of levite. The wives and
families of men who died during the war are taken in and supported by

their husband’s eldest brother (Garrett, 1980, p. 100).
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Medical Practices. Medical issues demonstrate a clear example of
conflicting cultures. Hmong health is tied to religion and animalistic
worship. The Hmong believe the world is inhabited by spirits that need
to be honored with rituals and sacrifices (Roth Li, 1981, p. 2). Each
Hmong has 32 spirits that at times stray from the body and cause
illness.  Spirits must be recalled by a shaman (Armbruster, 1983,
p. A8). The sick will die if their spirits do not return. The shaman
rides off on an imaginary horse to find the spirits. A sacrifice is
agreed upon between the shaman and the spirits before they will return.
Usually a chicken or pig is chosen for sacrifice, and "spirit money"
burned (Garrett, 1980, pp. 87-92). The Hmong feel that if a person is
cut-open, the spirits leave the body. This is in direct conflict with
Western medical practices. Several misunderstandings have arisen
between hospitals and the Hmong.

Two specific medical concerns stand out in connection with the
Hmong. One is the evidence of arsenic, lead, and mercury poisons in
samples of Hmong folk remedies (Holtan, et. al., 1984, p. 348). In
attempts to make traditional herbal cures, the Hmong are purchasing
what they believe to be familiar materials.

A more publicized illness is the sudden unexplained death
syndrome, SUDS. Between 1977 and 1986, 104 southeast Asians died
suddenly, 26 of them were Hmong (Parrish, 1987, p. 47). Al1 but one of
them were males between 16 and 63 years of age. Death resulted from
cardiac arrythmia (Garlik, 1983, p. 31). A survey of SUDS cases,
collected by the Center for Disease Control, showed that a peak

occurred in 1981; reported cases have decreased each year since







15

(Parrish, 1987, p. 47). The study also outlined the possible causes of
SUDS to be: stress, disruption of religious beliefs and health
practices, sleep and heart abnormalities, diet, and toxins found in

folk remedies (Parrish, 1987, p. 52).
Hmong Paj ntaub

An example of change in material Hmong culture is the paj ntaub.
The direct translation for paj ntaub, also spelled pa ndau, is "flower
cloth," meaning cloth made pretty like a flower (Zygas, 1986, p. 51).
Paj ntaub represents a unique tradition of textile decoration that has
been a part of Hmong culture for hundreds of years.

Paj ntaub refers to the process of decorating fabric using one or
more of the techniques to be mentioned. Cross-stitch involves sewing
small "x’s" in a pattern. Traditionally, multi-colored threads were
used to produce a design on a black, even-weave fabric (White, 1982,
p. 16). Reverse app]iqué is created by folding fabric and cutting very
fine lines to produce geometric designs similar to paper snowflakes
(White, 1982, p. 19). Figure two, sewn by Cha Vang, demonstrates where
lines would be cut to create the maze design. The cut edges are then
turned under and sewn in place. Plain app]iqué involves sewing pieces
of fabric onto the textile. Embroidery adds further decoration to the
piece. The main embroidery techniques that appear on the paj ntaub are
cross-stitch, chain-stitch, running stitch, couching, satin-stitch, and
french knots. Batiking, used mostly in the center of babycarriers and

for skirts, requires a small pen-l1ike stick holding liquid wax, which

creates patterns on the fabric. The piece, when dipped into dye, is
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left with a clear design where the wax was applied (Adam, 1974, p. 56).
Traditionally motifs are created from memory or by seeing another

piece.

Figure 2. Reverse Appliquél maze design by Cha Vang, 1982.

History and Folklore

Since the Hmong arrived in the United States the American public
has developed an interest in the paj ntaub. This interest has led to
the documentation of the history and textile process.

A defined set of rituals and superstitions surround paj ntaub
production. A Hmong legend suggests that years ago a written language
existed. The Chinese came and threatened to kill anyone who spoke the
Hmong language. In the hope of preserving their language, the women
embroidered the alphabet onto their skirts, hats, and sashes. Over
time these designs changed into untranslatable motifs, and the written
language was lost (Hamiliton-Merritt, 1980, p. 3).

The production and use of paj ntaub, to some extent, extends into

all facets of Hmong 1life (Cubbs, 1986, p. 21). When a child is born,
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the grandmother produces a babycarrier and a hat. The superstition
states that spirits attack from the back. So, the child is disguised
as a flower by dressing in decorative clothing (Adam, 1974, p. 59).
Adults wear the traditional costume at weddings, the New Years
celebration, and funerals.

Technique and motif instructions are passed from one generation to
the next (White, 1982, p. 5). Girls first learn to sew paj ntaub
between three and ten years of age (Yang, 1983; Lee, 1983).

Paj _ntaub Variations

While paj ntaub refers to the general category of decorated

fabric, four forms of textiles are created by the Hmong. Costume,
pictorial pieces, American adaptations, and ornamental pieces are all

considered paj ntaub.

Costume. Traditional garb worn by the Hmong is visually different,
according to the three major Hmong subgroups: white, blue/green, and
striped. The variation among these three groups resulted from the
different locations they occupied in Laos. The name White Hmong is
derived from the plain white skirts worn by the women. Likewise the
Blue/Green Hmong are known by their indigo batik skirts. The Striped
Hmong are distinguished by the blue and black stripes on their jacket.
(White, 1982, p. 8; Lyman, 1962, p. 35) (Figures 3a, b, c). There are
variations in the number and placement of stripes on Striped Hmong
Jackets.

The Hmong women wear their skirts so that they meet in the front.

The opening of the skirt is hidden with an apron. The skirt is made of
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material up to 16 feet wide (Adams, 1974, p. 56). Quarter-inch
accordion pleats are hand sewn and stored from two months to a year to
set the creases. When the traditional costume is worn the stitches are
removed; the next day is devoted to replacing them (Vreeland, 1981,
p. 15). The skirts reach slightly below the knees. A bright-colored
sash goes around the waist. Leggings in the form of cloth bindings are
wrapped around the calves (Adam, 1974, p. 54). Modern variations
include hose, knee socks, or bare legs.

Both men and women wear long-sleeved jackets with a sailor-Tlike
collar. Embroidered and appliquéd designs decorate the collar (White,
1982, p. 13). The White Hmong wear the decorative side of the collar
on the inside, the Blue/Green Hmong, on the outside. Legend claims the
White Hmong stole the idea from the Blue/Green Hmong and wear theirs on
the inside to hide them. The men wear plain black trousers adopted
from the Mien tribe (White, 1982, p. 8). During migration of the Hmong
to refugee camps in Thailand, and then to the United States, festival

clothing appears to have remained the same.

Pictorial Pieces. A new form of Hmong textiles, called pictorial

pieces or story clothes, originated in Thai refugee camps. According

to Jane Hamilton-Merritt, American assistants encouraged the Hmong to
create images of their way of life and traditional rituals. This form
in constructed using mainly cross-stitch and chain-stitch. The
pictorial pieces are the only form of paj ntaub in which the men
participate. In Thailand, the men provide the illustrations, and the
women the stitches (Peterson, 1988, p.9). These pieces act as a diary

of Hmong 1ife and record the changes in it (Peterson, 1988, p. 9).







Figure 3a. White Hmong Skirt.

Figure 3b. Blue/Green Hmong Skirt.

Figure 3c. Striped Hmong Jacket.
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American Adaptations. Marketing of paj ntaub by Americans has
inspired a new form, aimed at the American consumer. Hmong designs and
ornamental construction techniques have been employed to create
paj ntaub better suited for American needs. Book-markers, vests,
pillow cases, place mats, draperies, gowns, and quilts are all examples

of paj ntaub adaptations.

Ornamental Pieces. The paj ntaub form that has received
considerable American recognition is that of the ornamental pieces used
by the Hmong in traditional rituals and given as gifts. The ornamental
pieces are usually square or rectangular in form. They consist of an

ornamental center, surrounded by a number of different colored borders.

Marketing

Marketing of the paj ntaub has attracted the most attention from
researchers. Two studies have focused on the marketing and goals of
Hmong cooperatives in relationship to job employment. The majority of
textile enterprises are developed in the hope of generating income,
cultural preservation, development of marketable skills, and cross-
cultural education ("Artists....," 1983, p. 4). Locations for
paj ntaub sales include churches, ethnic festivals, conferences, craft
fairs, art galleries, art exhibits, museums, and farmers’ markets
(Errede, 1982, p. 4).

A survey of cooperatives, administered by Ellen Errede and
reported in "Artists, Artifacts and Entrepreneurs," developed a list of
criteria that make for success in paj ntaub marketing.  When shops

that sell paj ntaub are located close together, public awareness is
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increased (Errede, 1982, p. 1). There are greater sales when a
specific product line is developed, and the quality of each piece is
controlled ("Artists....", 1983, p. 6). Paj ntaub sold as art brings a
higher price than when sold as a craft. Paj ntaub, sold as art, has
been most successful when handled by local art consultants and interior
designers (Errede, 1982, pp. 2-3). Businesses have been most helpful
by offering display space and donating building supplies, and promotion
materials ("Artists....," 1983, p. 7).

Business skills developed by Hmong women in cooperatives have
found several other applications. The Hmong group, "Common Threads,"
of Toledo, Ohio, created designer gowns that were promoted in New York
("Common....," 1982, p. 2). The Textile Art Alliance, Inc., in
Minnesota, has developed an interiors company that produces draperies
and home interior products for local designers (Errede, 1982, p. 4).
Several Hmong have also found positions in the American garment
industry ("Artists....," 1983, p. 8). Construction of clothes for
premature babies is an area in which the Hmong have excelled. Others
have applied their improved English and bookkeeping skills in non-

textile-related fields ("Artists....," 1983, p. 8).

Lansing Paj ntaub

The Hmong population of Lansing, Michigan is 500, with about 26
different family names (Hepp, 1983). The Hmong first came to Lansing
between 1978 and 1979. The majority of the Hmong now living in

Lansing, however, moved here from other parts of the United States

(Hepp, 1983).
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Marketing. Marketing of the Lansing paj ntaub began in English-as-
a-Second-Language, ESL, courses at Lansing Community College. Members
of the lower-level English courses brought paj ntaub to class, hoping
the teachers would buy and help sell them (Yankee, 1983).

An ESL instructor organized the first sale in Lansing, December
1979 at St. Casimir church (Yankee, 1983). Paj ntaub sales were also
organized at the Looking Glass Festival, Cricket Tree Store, Peaceable
Kingdom, United Nations Aid Center, Bic Center, the Lansing School
System, and the International Center at Michigan State University.

In March of 1982 volunteers through Catholic Refugee Services
grouped together to organize one place where pieces could be brought by
the Hmong, and checked out by Americans to be taken to sales. Pieces
were brought in every Friday, and the Hmong women were paid the last
Friday of every month. Inventory quickly jumped from 100 to 1500
items, consisting of not just Lansing paj ntaub but pieces made by
relatives in refugee camps in Thailand. Marketing assistance was
acquired from Emily Gladhart, who specializes in the sale of ethnic
textiles and costumes. Ms. Gladhart became the main organizer,
supported by the ESL instructors, and individuals from the Catholic
Refugee Service Agency (Gilzow, 1983).

After two years Catholic Refugee Services discontinued selling
paj ntaub. The inventory became to large, and the Hmong were not
learning marketing skills (Gilzow, 1983). Emily Gladhart chose to
manage six women who were strongly interested in selling paj ntaub, as
a way of supporting their families, did artistic work, and showed some

variation in style (Gladhart, 1983). Marketing skills have been
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learned by the Hmong Ms. Gladhart assists. The sale of paj ntaub was

approved by the East Lansing Art Fair, a juried sale in 1984-1988.

Documentation Study

This particular research study developed from an earlier project
by the Folk Arts Division of the Michigan State University Museum and
supported by the National Endowment for the Arts and the Michigan
Council for the Arts. Curators of the Folk Arts Division conducted a
research project to document the production and use of paj ntaub in
Michigan by identifying and interviewing Hmong artists in Lansing and
Detroit. The research project resulted in an exhibit, educational
programs, and publications that included a motif dictionary and
technique glossary written in both English and Hmong (Dewhurst and
MacDowell, 1984, pp. 69-71). The researcher assisted with this
project.

The MSU Museum exhibit served to research the work of the Hmong
and to draw public attention to their rich textiles and unique culture.
Sales developing from the MSU Museum exhibit have continued about twice
a year at the Museum.

A group of Hmong elders and craftsman, called the Lansing Hmong
Craft Community, developed to organize sales and answer Hmong and
American questions and concerns. During the Museum project, Hmong
elders expressed an interest 1in preserving paj ntaub for future
generations.

This particular research study will develop a means of measuring

change in paj ntaub, and will determine whether changes have occurred







in the Lansing area paj ntaub.
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CHAPTER 2

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

The Hmong paj ntaub, produced in the Lansing area, was selected
for the study in order to combine the writer’s areas of interest in
clothing and textiles, ethnic history, and folklore. It became
apparent, during preparation for the "Michigan Hmong Arts" exhibit,
that 1ittle research existed on the paj ntaub and that a method for
measuring change was needed. Using a sample from the Michigan State
University Museum data-base of pieces, collected between 1981 and 1983,
the present study made comparisons with a sample of pieces made in
Lansing between 1977 and 1979. The base line textiles, 1977-1979, were
collected from sponsors, English-as-a-second-language instructors,
refugee resettlement agency representatives, and collectors.
Differences between the pieces from the two time periods will be
discussed in relation to transcribed interviews with sponsors, ESL

instructors, refugee resettlement agency representatives, and paj ntaub

marketers.

Assumptions

1) Both textile samples, 1977-1979 and 1981-1983, are
representative of he textiles produced in the Lansing area

during their respective time periods.
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2) The size of both textile samples is proportional to the Hmong
population living in Lansing at each represented time.
3) Unstructured interviews obtained by the Folk Arts Division, MSU
Museum, contained statements on design motifs, color, size, and
ornamental construction techniques from persons representing the

Human Behavioral Environment.

Objectives

1) To relate research models from the fields of folklore and
clothing and textiles to the examination of ethnic textiles.

2) To establish if changes in design motifs, color, size, and

ornamental construction techniques have occurred in the
paj ntaub between 1977 and 1983, in Lansing, Michigan.

3) To determine if physical changes in the paj ntaub could be
related to statements from transcribed interviews with sponsors,
ESL instructors, refugee resettlement agency representatives,

and paj ntaub marketers.

Hypothesis

H1) Changes have occurred in the use of design motifs in paj ntaub
since the Hmong arrived in Lansing, Michigan from Thailand.

H1.1) The choice of design motif(s) changed from 1977-1979 to 1981-
1983.

H1.2) The frequency with which the design motifs are used per piece

has changed from 1977-1979 to 1981-1983.







H2)

H2.1)

H2.2)

H2.3)

H2.4)

H3)

H3.1)

H3.2)

H3.3)

H4)

H4.1)

H4.2)

27
The use of color in the paj ntaub fabric borders has changed
since the Hmong arrived in Lansing, Michigan from Thailand.
The choice of hues to be used in the paj ntaub borders changed
from 1977-1979 to 1981-1983.
The choice of value in paj ntaub border colors changed from
1977-1979 to 1981-1983.
The choice of chroma in paj ntaub border colors changed from
1977-1979 to 1981-1983.
The total number of colors used per piece in the borders has
changed from 1977-1979 to 1981-1983.
Changes in the size of the paj ntaub took place over time from
1977-1979 to 1981-1983.
Changes occurred in the overall size of the pieces from 1977-
1979 to 1981-1983.
The average proportions of border area to the overall piece
changed from 1977-1979 to 1981-1983.
The number of borders used per piece changed from 1977-1979 to
1981-1983.
The ornamental construction techniques used in the center of
each piece changed from 1977-1979 to 1981-1983.
The choice of ornamental construction technique, i.e., app1iqué,
reverse appliqué, embroidery, and batik used in the center of
each piece changed from 1977-1979 to 1981-1983.
The number of different ornamental construction techniques used

per piece changed from 1977-1979 to 1981-1983.
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The following research question was developed to guide a review of
the transcribed interviews.
Are changes in paj ntaub between 1977-1979 and 1981-1983 a
reflection of advice received from individuals interacting with

the Hmong?
Theoretical Definitions

Culture: "Patterns of thought and behavior containing variables such
as beliefs, values, rules for conduct, and political, economic,
and religious attitudes which are passed down from one
generation to the next" (Kuper, et. al., 1985, p. 178).

Context: The social, psychological, and physical cues which allow
individuals to assign meaning to objects in their culture
(Rapoport, 1982, p. 7).

Folk Art: Objects created by humans within a specified context that
contain shared meaning by the artist and particular individuals
within that environment. Instructions for the creation of folk
art are passed orally or by example from one generation to the
next (Ben-Amos, 1971, p. 8).

Enculturation: The enforcement of one’s cultural values and beliefs
onto another, resulting in a transformation of attitudes,
values, and behaviors.

Human Environed Unit: An individual or group which holds common
values, goals, interests, and shares some sense of common

identity.
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Natural Environment: The environment formed by nature including space,
time, physical, and biological aspects.

Human Behavioral Environment: The psychological, biophysical, and
social aspects of human beings external to the human environed
unit.

Human Constructed Environment: The modification of cultural, physical,

and biological aspects of the environment by humans.

Operational Definitions

Hmong: Ethnic minority hill-tribe from southeast Asia. The Hmong in
this study represent a White Hmong population in Lansing,
Michigan.

Paj ntaub: Textiles decorated with appliqué, reverse app’h’qug,
embroidery, and batik designs produced by the Hmong in Lansing,
Michigan. In this study paj ntaub refers to two samples of
ornamental pieces, one from 1977-1979, and one from 1981-1983.
This study excludes costumes, pictorial pieces, and American
adaptations.

Center Block: The area in the middle of the textile, which is

' surrounded by borders.

Border: Area surrounding the center. Usually numbering more than one.

Design Motifs: Any applied design that decorates the center of the
paj ntaub. For the purpose of this study the design motif
index, developed by the MSU Museum, was adapted. Motifs not

found in the index were added.
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Hue: A Munsell Book of Color, 1971, was used to identify hues. The

specific Munsell hues are red, yellow-red, yellow, green-yellow,
green, blue-green, blue, purple-blue, purple, and red-purple.

Value: The degree of lightness and darkness varying between zero for
black, and ten for white.

Chroma: The balance of pigment and gray, on a scale of one for more
gray, to sixteen for less gray and more pigment.

Size: Measurements of the overall size of the piece in square
centimeters. The proportion of average border area to the
overall size was compared between periods.

Ornamental Construction Technique: A frequency record of the
decorative techniques, i.e., app]iqué, reverse app]iquE,
embroidery, and batik used in the center block.

Human Environed Unit: The Lansing Hmong community, including the
subject groups. The two subject groups were independent, the
women who produced the 1977-1979 paj ntaub were different from
those who created the 1981-1983 paj ntaub.

Human Behavioral Environment: Statements from transcribed interviews
with sponsors, ESL instructors, refugee resettlement agency
representatives, and paj ntaub marketers relating specifically
to paj ntaub design motifs, color, size, and ornamental

construction techniques.






CHAPTER 3

TERMINOLOGY AND MODELS

The focus of this study is Hmong textiles. While the paj ntaub
may be considered material culture, it also meets many of the criteria
of material folk culture. Therefore, methodologies for studying
material culture and material folk culture are of value to this study.
Selected elements of Hmong culture and variables of paj ntaub,
mentioned in the statement of the problem, will be identified. These
variables will also be Tlabeled in terms of the process model for
studyihg artifacts, developed by Fleming, 1974, and the conceptual
human ecosystem model developed by Bubolz, Eicher, and Sontag, 1979.
Both models emphasize the theory of context, recognizing all elements

of culture to be of importance in the interpretation of artifacts.

Terminology

Material Culture

Artifacts are a part of culture. What they are called, and how
they are observed, depends on the specific disciplinary approach. The
term used by researchers in social science and the humanities is
material culture. "Material culture refers to both the subject-matter

of the study, material, and to its purpose, the understanding of
31
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culture" (Prown, 1982, p. 2). For example, when studying historic
costumes and textiles the researcher is interested in both the
identification and classification of the artifact as well as its
function in the culture.

The term material incorporates four aspects: style, design,
substance, and construction (Prown, 1982, p. 2). Style is a concrete
concept referring to the general defining characteristics of an
artifact. Design describes the structural and ornamental decoration of
an artifact. Designs are often taken from the environment whether
physical, social, or psychological. The substance and construction
aspects refer to what the artifact is made of and how it is put
together.

The substance(s) employed in fabric may reflect physical elements
of the culture. Silk, for example, is a natural filament whose
production is restricted geographically. Substance, in clothing and
textiles, also refers to fabric structure.

Technical identification, in regards to construction, is a primary
method for dating historic costumes and textiles. Starting with the
needle and thread, to the sewing machine, electric scissors, and the
assembly-line; technical advances tell about a community's,
intelligence, sophistication, and mechanical capabilities.

Concern with the function of an artifact and its relationships to
the community that uses it is also a part of material culture. The
artifact may have different functions within and outside of the
culture. For example, scarves are worn many different ways in America,

and these differ from how they are worn in India. Studies in material
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culture seek to explain the relationships that exist between the
object, the maker, and the society or culture in which it was produced.
In specific, artifacts tell who the society is, what its members
believe, and how its members live (Latham, 1966, p. 256). Material

culture includes all objects used by a culture.
Material Folk Culture

The area of material culture studied by folklorists is material
folk culture. Both material culture and material folk culture are
interested in the classification and function of an object. Material
folk culture may be distinguished from material culture by the concept
of "folk" and the background of the artifact.

The term "folk" can refer to any group of people whatsoever who
share at least one common factor (Bauman, 1971, p. 31). It is this
aspect that influences the form of the objects. "Folk" is a "group of
people who share in common values that have visibly affected their
choice of style, technique, and the use of aesthetic forms (Dewhurst
and MacDowell, 1978, p. 11).

Another quality which distinguishes material folk culture from
material culture is the background of the artifact. "Folklore
materials may be qualified in terms of their social context, time,
depth, and medium of transmission" (Ben-Amos, 1971, p. 5). A condition
of material folk culture is that it not be created from written
instruction, but by oral and/or visual direction, from one folk member

to another (Ben-Amos, 1971, p. 8). The form of an artifact, for each

folk group, remains traditional.
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Material folk culture may also be characterized as having a
lifespan of its own. There is a tendency for material folk culture to
become material culture, i.e., to lose those characteristics that make
it material folk culture. For example, when an artifact that has
functional meaning to a folk group, such as a decoy, is produced
aesthetically for the general public, its definition changes from
material folk culture to material culture. There is a trend for
material folk culture to become material culture over time (Dewhurst

and MacDowell, 1978, p. 9).
Models

When studying an artifact it is important to focus on both the
classification and function. Models from both facets of the
researchers background, folklore and human ecology, were appropriate
for this study. Two models which study material culture are the
process model for the study of artifacts, developed by Fleming, 1974,
and a conceptual ecosystem model, developed by Bubolz, Eicher, and

Sontag, 1979.
The Fleming Model

A model used in several disciplines, including folklore, was
proposed by E. McClung Fleming (Figure 4). The model is composed of
two parts. The first portion is a classification approach to the basic
properties of an artifact. The second area consists of four operations
which are applied to the properties (Fleming, 1974, p. 154). The five

classifications of an artifact, according to Fleming, are: history,
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Figure 4. Artifact Study: A Proposed Model, Fleming, 1974.
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material, construction, design, and function.

Fleming’s first artifact classification deals with identifying the
history of the object. History questions include where and when the
artifact was made, who it was made for, and why? History is also
concerned with what changes have occurred in ownership, condition, and
the function of the artifact. The second area, material, is concerned
with the chemical and physical composition of the artifact (Fleming,
1974, p. 156). Construction refers to the techniques of reproduction,
and the actual workmanship involved. Design recognizes the importance
of structure, form, style, ornament, ichnography of the artifact, and
its reflection of culture. Function may be divided into two
categories, intended and unintended. Intended functions describe what
the artifact was designed to do. Unintended functions represent the
role of the object in the culture, i.e., unplanned social and
psychological ramifications (Fleming, 1974, p. 156). Used in
combination, these five characteristics represent the basic properties
of the artifact.

The above characteristics undergo the process of identification,
evaluation, cultural analysis, and interpretation. Identification may
be discussed in three parts: classification, authentication, and
description. When classifying an artifact the researcher is interested
in its function, material, construction, and subject matter.
Authentication relates to a verification and discovery of dates, the
location of construction, authorship, and materials (Fleming, 1974,
p. 156). The third, description, recognizes the physical attributes,
the culture, and social history of the artifact (Fleming, 1974,







37
p. 156). Cultural information on the object might also include trade
practices, style, condition, and the appraisal value (Montgomery, 1982,
pp. 143-152).

The second operation, evaluation, has two parts. Artifacts may
require a Jjudgmental evaluation of aesthetic quality, workmanship,
appropriate materials, form, style, ornament, and design (Fleming,
1974, p. 157). 1In order to establish a pattern, a factual comparison
between two similar objects is necessary. Second, items should be
evaluated on such variables as size, cost, and rarity.

Once an artifact has been identified and evaluated, a cultural
analysis should take place. Cultural analysis involves researching the
relationships between the artifact and the culture. This is the
cultural part of material culture studies. Questions of concern
include why it was initially produced, what is its function, and what
importance does it have in the community (Fleming, 1974, p. 157)? The
artifact, by nature, acts as a vehicle of communication identifying
aspects of the community in which it was developed (Fleming, 1974,
p. 158). "The purpose in cultural analysis 1is to isolate
characteristics common to the group that enable the researcher to make
inferences of a general nature about the society that produced and/or
used the body of artifacts" (Fleming, 1974, p. 158). Biographical
information on the artist, such as ethnicity, religion, geographical
region, occupation, age, and kinship ties will also benefit analysis of
the artifact (Bauman, 1971, pp. 35-38).

The relationship between the artifact and the culture is two

directional. It is important to understand not only how the artifact
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reflects the culture, from which it arises, but also the meaning of the
artifact to the culture. These are both questions which serve as
interpretation of the artifact (Fleming, 1974, p. 159). Folklorists,
studying material folk culture, are concerned with all aspects of
Fleming’s model to some point, depending on the artifact and folk group

under study.
Application of the Study to the Fleming Model

Fleming’s ideas of classification and cultural analysis were used
in studying Hmong paj ntaub (Figure 5). The variables for this study
were classified using the Fleming model. The focus of this study was
narrowed to the physical elements of the paj ntaub, therefore, history
and function were not studied.

Material refers to what the artifact is made of. In the case of
the paj ntaub, what type of fabric is used and what fabric colors are
chosen are elements of the material. The pieces used in this study
were not owned by the researcher; therefore they could not be taken
apart to study fiber content. The choice of fabric colors, used in the
borders of each piece, was identified as a variable for this study.

Construction describes how the artifact was put together. The
paj ntaub 1is sewn by hand and decorated using app]iqué, reverse
app]iqug, embroidery, and batik techniques. Ornamental construction
techniques decorate the center of each piece, and were considered a
variable in this study.

Design identifies the size, style, and ornamentation of the

artifact. Elements of design in the paj ntaub are the choice and
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Interpretation: Implications

1

Cultural Analysis: Transcribed Interviews

i

Evaluation: Comparison of Paj ntaub in
1977 - 1979 and 1981 - 1983.

T

Identification: Cross Referencing
Date of Purchase
Purchase Location
Artist Arrival Date

T

Artifact Classification

Material: Fabric Color
Construction: Ornamental Techniques
Design: Size
Design Motifs

Figure 5.

Application of the Study to the Fleming Model.
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frequency of size, and design motifs.

The five classifications of an artifact are viewed by four
"principles": identification, evaluation, cultural analysis, and
interpretation. Identification refers to the authentication of the
artifact. The dates for the paj ntaub, in this study, were verified by
cross-referencing the dates of purchase, production locations, and
arrival dates of the artists. The evaluation of paj ntaub is a factual
comparison of two samples. Paj ntaub created in Lansing, at two
different time periods, were compared based on the choice and frequency
of design motifs, color, size, and ornamental construction techniques.

The cultural analysis looks at the evaluation and describes it in
terms of the culture. While hypotheses regarding cultural analysis
were not specifically tested in this study, transcribed interviews with
sponsors, ESL instructors, refugee resettlement agency representatives,
paj ntaub marketers, and the Hmong helped in the analysis of the
findings. The interpretation refers to the implications of the
findings for researchers in folklore and clothing and textiles, the

paj ntaub producers, and Tocal and national Hmong communities.
The Human Ecosystem Model

The human ecosystem model provides a common set of terms and
concepts which may be used with a variety of disciplinary and
theoretical approaches (Andrews, Bubolz, and Paolucci, 1980, p. 43).
The human ecosystem model focuses on three variables, the individual or
a specific group referred to as the human environed unit, the

environment, and the interaction that takes place between these two
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