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ABSTRACT

EDUCATING NEW AMERICANS:

HMONG IMMIGRANT LIVES AND LEARNING

By

Donald F. Hones

This study addresses the question of what it means to be an American through the

life history of a new American from Laos. Shou Cher is a community liaison for an

elementary school, an evangelical preacher, a community leader, a husband and a father.

His lifetime of learning, presented mostly in his own voice, is framed by various

historical and sociological contexts that have shaped his life, the lives of other Hmong

refugees, and the lives of other Americans, old and new: These contexts include the

history of immigrant education policies in the United States, as seen through the lives of

immigrant children; the historical and sociological impact of warfare as well as

missionary work in the lives of the Hmong people; and the sociology of generational

conflict, especially as it is felt among immigrant groups. Finally, Educating New

Americans suggests that immigrant parents such as Shou Cher can contribute to the

process of teaching peace to children, and making peace between diverse groups in

America, the land of e pluribus unum.

This study is in three parts. Part One, "The Immigrant, the School, and

Society," provides a methodological and conceptual framework for the life history

narrative that follows. Narrative inquiry is suggested as a method best-suited to explore

the experiences of immigrants becoming Americans, as it highlights their lives and voices

in story form. Part Two, "The Life History of a Hmong American," forms the narrative

body of this book. This part begins at a point where Shou Cher's life almost ended, as he

recounts how he was shot and seriously wounded near his house in Michigan, and his

subsequent feelings of alienation and homelessness. Following this episode Shou Cher's



educational experiences are highlighted, from his youth in mountain villages in Laos and

Thai refugee camps, to his adulthood as an immigrant in the cities of the United States.

Part Three, "Resourcefulness, Relationship, and Respect: Lessons from a Life,"

interprets three major themes in the life history of Shou Cher: Resourcefulness is

exemplified by Shou's ability to adapt to changing circumstances, and make use of a

lifetime of informal educational opportunities to improve his life situation and that of his

refugee community. The value ofRelationship is seen in Shou's strong ties to family and

community, and his emphasis on building relationships across cultural boundaries in his

work at the school. Respect for people and for diverse traditions is what makes these

relationships work. These "3 R's" are of value not only for Hmong immigrants, but for all

Americans, as they embody communitarian traditions that have a long history in the

United States.
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To elders, who keep the memories;

to children, who carry the dreams;

to parents, who provide the bridge.
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Part One: Immigrant and Identity, School And Society



Introduction: QnBeingandBemmingAmerican

Shou Cher remembers. He sees the young boy, walking quietly through the

jungle, hunting squirrels and monkeys with a crossbow. He sees the red, the yellow, the

purple flowers blooming on the mountain walls of Laos. He listens: Far off are the

sounds of war, a land mine exploding, killing a brother, American bombs dropping along

the Ho Chi Minh Trail, then a silence. He sees quiet figures of refugees moving through

the shadows of night, heading for the Mekong River and an unknown future. He

remembers the faces of Hmong warriors, America's "secret army" in Laos, now unwilling

captives inside Thai refugee camps. He hears the sound of the shaman's prayer now

challenged by the preaching of the missionaries, and the strange sounds of a new

language he must learn: "Good morning. Please take a seat." He remembers getting on

the "bus to America," and the "plane to America," and eventually, getting to America. He

sees the young father working three jobs, trying desperately to keep a growing family and

extended relatives together in a new land. He sees the father holding a baby and

watching six other children while the mother works at a factory. He sees himself and his

wife, tired from their various jobs, yet encouraging their children to learn English, to

study hard, and to never forget the important traditions of their family, clan and people.

He is Hmong from Laos, and that is an essential aspect of Shou Cher's identity.

Yet, over the course of fifteen years of life in the Midwest he is also becoming an

American. For Shou Cher, being Hmong and American is both possible and desirable: It

means a sense of communal support for himself and his family, and an important addition

to the American cultural landscape. Shou Cher speaks:

Many differentpeoples live in the same town

black, brown, yellow.

Ifthey look a certain way, they have

their own community.

I don’t deny it.



It is good to serve your own community.

Please do your bestfor them.

But then you should

treat others nicely, too.

Black, white, brown, yellow:

We are the same people.

We are difierent in skin only,

but we are all human.

We are the same, created by God,

one creator,

and it is very beautiful.

Difi'erent colors, and very beautrful.

What It Means to Be an American

Two essays by imminent scholars have appeared in the pages of the New

mm;in recent years addressing the question of what it means to be an American at

the close of the century. In an essay entitled "Against Identity: An Idea Whose Time

Has Gone," Leon Wieseltier (1994) writes that "In America, we are choking on identity"

(24). For Wieseltier, "the American achievement is not the multicultural society, it is the

multicultural individual," that focusing on group differences ignores the diverse roots and

group ties that each American possesses (30).1 He concludes that if the differences

between individuals and groups were really as great as some multiculturalists claim,

dialogue would be impossible, and "There would be only total silence or total war" (30).

In "For Identity," Michael Walzer (1996) writes that the current debate over

multiculturalism must be understood in the context of an American history in which deep

differences have led to nearly genocidal wars against the native population of the

continent, slavery and systematic subordination of African Americans, anti-Catholicism

and anti-Semitism, and "hostility to 'Orientals' that culminated in the concentration camps

of World War II." Walzer suggests that in spite this history of conflict between diverse

 

1 In much of his essay Wieseltier refers to the work of psychologist Erik Erikson, who popularized the term

identity in the social sciences in the 19508. For Erikson (1950), identity was a process located in the core

of the individual and also in the core of communal culture, and this process of linking the individual to the

community was fundamental for the adolescent stage of human development. Sociologists of the symbolic-

interactionist school differed from Erikson by suggesting that identity was socially constructed, sustained,

and ever-changing. These two ways of conceptualizing identity contribute to two distinctive ways of

viewing ethnicity, as either primordially given or optionally cultivated. For a useful discussion of the

historical roots of debates over identity and ethnicity, see Philip Gleason, 1983, Identifying Identity: A

Scmlic HistoryWW69(4) 910-931



elements of American society, some Americans continue to "cling to the vision of a

singular America, arguing that multiculturalism is the great divisive force. But perhaps

their love of singularity also divides us" (39).

Concern over who is and who ought to be considered an American is not only

expressed in scholarly debates, but at the level of public policy. This is exemplified in

recent legislation aimed at both legal and illegal immigrants, as well as speakers of

languages other than English. Immigration reform legislation signed into law in 1996

limits the numbers of legal immigrants and denies them welfare benefits; state laws such

as Proposition 187 in California preclude basic services, including education, to illegal

workers; and English Only initiatives in several states seek to limit the use of other

languages. Such efforts to control immigration and the use of languages other than

English follow upon thirty years in which the United States has experienced the largest

influx of immigrants in its history. Since the passage of the Immigration Act of 1965

twenty million people have emigrated to the United States (Kennedy, 1996). These

newcomers, many of whom are refugees from wars, revolutions, and drastic economic

change, differ from previous generations of immigrants in that most come from Latin

America and Asia, and relatively few from Europe (see Table 1).2 By 1976 there were

more than twice as many immigrant nationalities represented in the U.S. than there had

been in 1920 (Fuchs, 1990).

This latest wave of newcomers to the United States has helped to fuel continuing

debate about who we are as Americans. Proponents of cultural pluralism believe that

America's strength lies in her ability to draw from and honor many traditions, many

languages, and many roots. Conservative scholars, however, have blamed cultural

pluralists for the "disuniting of America", and have called for a renewed focus on

 

2 Refugee status has generally be conferred upon people fleeing communist regimes (Cuba, Laos,

Vietnam), but not those fleeing regimes deemed ”friendly." to the United States (e.g., El Salvador,

Guatemala). Nor is official refugee status granted to persons fleeing the chaos caused by rapid economic

change and accompanying underemployment and impoverishment of millions in places such as Mexico.



"American" cultural literacy and "traditional American values" (Schlesinger, 1991;

Hirsch, 1988). Okihiro (1994) summarizes this conservative critique as follows:

In its stress on racial, gender, class and sexual inequality, in

its insistence on identity and self-definition, the margin has

led the nation astray, far from the original formulations that

made the Republic great, has created instead balkanized

enclaves--ghettos--and even worse, has stirred up social

conflict and "culture wars." Without a center, things have

fallen apart (149-150).

Who are we, as Americans? Can we find a common identity within a diverse

society? Are the diverse groups which make up American society to be considered

weaknesses or strengths? Has our plurality of cultures, languages and traditions become

so many loose threads unraveling the national fabric? Or can we acknowledge the

contributions of all people to the growing and changing nature of the American nation?

Rather than unraveling the existing fabric of society, can immigrants be seen as colorful

new threads which add life and vitality to the weaving?3

Challenged Memories

Public education, with its role of assimilating the many into the American

republic, has historically been a battleground between forces of uniformity and pluralism.

How we define what it means to be an "American" has many implications for the

education of immigrants and others.4 In his comprehensive history of American

education, Lawrence Cremin (1988) notes that immigrants to the United States have often

experienced "discordant" education, as school, society and home have tried to inculcate

conflicting sets of values and attitudes, often in different languages. "Discordant" can be

defined as "lacking in agreement", yet, as Cremin seems to indicate, discordant notes can

be rearranged to create harmony. In spite of these discordant notes in their lives, many

 

3 The metaphor of the American tapestry has been overused of late. Nevertheless, since pandau

storycloths or tapestries play an important part in the retelling of Hmong history and traditions, I feel the

metaphor of tapestry represents well the Hmong addition to American culture.

4 These others include all the diverse cultures represented in the United States, but especially those that

have been marginalized by the dominant culture, such as Native Americans, African Americans, Asian

Americans and Latino Americans.



immigrants have sought ways to contribute to American society without losing their own

particularities. Cremin suggests that immigrants have transformed American life and

thought, creating "through their efforts alternative American paideias5 both for

themselves and for the American community as a whole" (150).

In an essay entitled "What Does it Mean to be an American," Michael Walzer

(1990) examines the paradoxes present in a nation made up of people who came largely

from elsewhere:

It never happened that a group called Americans came

together to form a political society called America. The

people are Americans only by virtue of having come

together. And whatever identity they have before

becoming Americans they retain (or better, they are free to

retain) afterward. There is, to be sure, another view of

Americanization, which holds that the process requires for

its success the mental erasure of all previous identities--

forgetfulness, or even, as one enthusiast wrote in 1918,

"absolute forgetfulness." But on the pluralist view,

Americans are allowed to remember who they were and to

insist, also, on what else they are (595; italics in original).

From many lands, from many cultures we have come together, and for Americans

concerned about who they are, the dilemma would seem to be how much should one

remember, how much should one forget.

Forgetfulness of one's past, often encouraged by the schools, has made an impact

on the lives of immigrants and on social relations in the nation. Immigrant children in the

past have probably often felt what Adrienne Rich (1986) describes as the "psychic

disequilibrium" when a teacher describes our society, and "you're not in it...as if you

looked into the mirror and saw nothing" (199). For the historian Ronald Takaki (1993),

the sharing of our different ethnic stories allows us recognize ourselves in the mirror, and

 

5 Paideia is defined byWONGas training theWof

which is to "produce a broad, enlightened, mature outlook lermoniously combined with maximum cultural

development."



also recognize our commonality. In the aftermath of the 1992 riots in Los Angeles,

Takaki asked:

Will Americans of diverse races and ethnicities be able to

connect themselves to a larger narrative? ...America does

not belong to one race or one group...and Americans have

been constantly redefining their national identity from the

moment of first contact on the Virginia shore. By sharing

their stories, they invite us to see ourselves in a different

mirror (17).

E pluribus unum, "out of many, one." This motto on our national seal symbolizes

for me the central paradox of American identity, and a pivotal purpose for American

schools. To what extent should our schools support a plurality of cultures, languages, and

ways of knowing the world? To what extent must they prepare all students with

academic and civic skills to participate in a democratic nation? By sharing our many

stories we come to grips with our changing sense of what it means to be and become

Americans at the close of the twentieth century.



Table 1

New Americans

Regions/Countries of Origin and Size of Foreign-born Population

(Based on 1990 census data)

B . E l . [H] 2% E l . . 1

Africa 363,819 1.8

Asia 4,979,030 25.2

Latin America/Caribbean 8,416,924 42.6

Europe & Canada 5,095,233 25.8

Cambodia 118,833 0.6

Laos 171,577 0.9

Vietnam 543,262 2.7

Speakers of Languages Other Than English in Schools

6.3 million children ages 5-17 speak languages other than English in the home;" 2.31

million children classified as Limited English Proficient (LEP)."'""

 

* Figures for Southeast Asian countries are pulled out of the general category for Asia in order to give

readers an idea of the numbers of people, such as Shou Cher and his family, who have come as refugees as

adirect result of the Vietnam War and its aftermath.

LBasedonthel990census.

Figures for 1992 from U.S. Department of Education.1991mm

W.Washington, DC: Planning and Evaluation Service.



A Life History of a New American

The debate over American identity has reached south central Michigan, where the

Michigan Bilingual Education Conference invited Ray Suarez of National Public Radio

to host a panel on the topic of what it means to be an American. Suarez and panelists

such as R. Richard West of the Smithsonian's National Museum of the American Indian

and John Ogbu, professor of anthropology at Berkeley, discussed the problems with the

"melting pot" metaphor, and why it was particularly difficult for darker-skinned, non-

Europcan Americans just to "blend in." The panelists contended that rather than seek to

"melt down" or eliminate the cultures and languages of American minority groups, the

cultural contributions of these groups to the enrichment of American society should be

acknowledged. I sat in the back of the back of the ballroom with Shou Cher and Pao

Xiong, Hmong refugees who work as bilingual assistants for an elementary school. As I

listened to the discussion from the panel, I pondered the words Shou had spoken to me a

few weeks earlier, when I asked him to define his own place in American culture:

I think the teacher and the school where I work teach one

major culture, and that it is American culture. But that does

not mean "white" culture. America, even though I am not a

citizen yet, America is this country, is my country!

This study presents the educational life history of Shou Cher, a refugee from Laos

and a new American. Within this story of a particular life, I wish to explore the

educational implications of who we have been as Americans, who we are, and who we

are becoming. The life and leaming of a new American, shaped by his relationships with

his family, the school where he works and three of his children study, and his community,

provides the context for a larger discussion of what it means to be anlAmerican.

The following questions guide this work:

0 How can we understand the educational lives of immigrants within the broader

societal and historical contexts of immigrant education policies?



o What kinds of literacies are learned in contexts outside the school, in immigrant

homes and communities, and how can schools acknowledge and benefit from this

learning?

0 How can the study of the educational life of an immigrant help address the

educational needs of immigrants themselves and increase our understanding of how

best to further the education of all Americans?

Shou Cher's life history is unique, shaped by his personal choices and the exigencies of

family, community, and sociohistorical contexts. Nevertheless, as an immigrant, a non—

native speaker of English, and a person of modest income, he shares much in common

with many Americans whose histories are seldom told. For teachers, policymakers,

researchers, and all Americans concerned with the education of the next generation, such

histories must be remembered, and lessons from such lives must be learned, in order to

foster unity within a diverse society. Educating New Americans, the words which open

the title of this study, has two meanings: On the one hand, it refers to the education of

recent immigrants and their children who are actively engaged in the adaptation to, and

transformation of, America. New Americans, in this sense, is an inclusive term that

recognizes members of diverse cultural and linguistic groups as sharing certain common

features as Americans. On the other hand, Educating New Americans suggests that

American identity is not static, and that infusions of diverse peoples into our society

changes and renews America and continues the education of all American people.

This life history explores the role of history, culture, spirituality and language in

learning, and follows important periods of Shou Cher's life, framed by social and

historical crises which have forced changes upon the Hmong in their long journey from

Laos to America. Shou's learning experiences are charted through his youth spent in

mountain farming villages in Laos, experiences of war and refugee camps, adaptation to

the new life in the United States; his conversion to fundamentalist Christianity, his

ministerial training and the spiritual rifts caused within his family and community;
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generational issues arising between Shou, his wife, and their Hmong children, who have

grown up in the United States; the special mission of the Horace Kallen School, and

Shou's role therein as an educator for all children; and Shou's role as a member of the

Hmong community and American society.

Shou Cher is a member of the Hmong refugee community, whose presence in the

United States is a direct result of their past efforts in support of American personnel

engaged in the war in Southeast Asia in the 1960s and 1970s. After years of protecting

American airbases in Laos and tying up North Vietnamese troops on the Ho Chi Minh

Trail, the Hmong were left alone after 1975 to face the wrath of the communist victors.

The American government, which did not even acknowledge the "secret war" in Laos

until 1970, had no evacuation plans for its former allies, and thousands of Hmong were

forced to flee their mountain villages on foot and seek refuge in neighboring Thailand. It

is estimated that one-third of the Hmong in Laos were killed during the war and its

aftermath. Those that escaped endured years of confinement in Thai refugee camps.

Many have since arrived in the United States as political refugees, where approximately

125,000 Hmong now live.5 Many of the Hmong live in America's dangerous, decaying

urban centers. Hidden away in pockets of poverty, the older generation tries to keep

memories alive, while the younger generation of Hmong cross the many borders that

separate their home culture from that of the school and larger society.

A Narrative of a New American"

I had read about Shou Cher long before I actually met him.8 A newspaper story in

November, 1994, reported the shooting of a Laotian immigrant on the northside of

 

6Thisfigmeisaccordingtothe l990census. Duetoundeleounting,ahighbirth rate,andcontinued

emigration from the camps in Thailand, the actual number of Hmong now in the United States is probably

closer to 250,000.

7 Throughout this text American and America refer to the people and political entity of the United States.

8 Inordertoprotectmy subjects'confidentiality,allpersonalnames, thenarnes ofschools, and thenarnes

of some cities have been replaced with pseudonyms.



ll

Windigo. The story quoted police who suggested that Mr. Cher had been shot "by

accident," as the bullets had been intended for another party at the gas station across the

street. The paper also mentioned that Mr. Cher had undergone emergency surgery and

was in critical condition at a local hospital.

What the paper did not mention is that a few days later, after he had regained

consciousness, Mr. Cher received a visit from Diana Canek, director of the Horace

Kallen School, a public elementary school of choice with a large immigrant population.

Mr. Cher had been told about a job at the school by a friend, but, because he felt

unqualified due to his lack of formal schooling, Shou had never applied. Ms. Canek had

been hesitant to hire an evangelical minister to work in a public school with children of

diverse spiritual beliefs. However, as he lay there in the hospital bed, Canek told him that

there would be a job waiting for him when he recovered. That is how Shou Cher came to

be a bilingual assistant and community liaison for Kallen School.

I eventually made contact with Shou Cher with the help of another Hmong

community liaison at Kallen. My work with a different Hmong family had ended, for a

time, with their departure to a smaller town in the north, and I was seeking another family

with which to continue my narrative research of immigrant lives. When I talked with him

over the phone, Mr. Cher was eager to participate, and he invited me to his home. Shou

Cher lives with his family in a brown, aging two—story rental on the northwest side.

Living at this home are Mai Cher, his wife; their children Sammy, Mai Jia, Paj Huab,

Jesse, Joshua, Rebecca, and Gong Wendy; and Jerry Lee, whose family has moved north,

and who wishes to finish high school in Windigo.

As a society, we rarely stop to consider what new immigrants have contributed,

and are able to contribute to our ever-changing America. Despite the often passive

portrayal of immigrants in policy circles, this life history will illustrate the many ways in

which a particular Hmong immigrant utilizes new and old cultural tools to actively

engage in the transformation of himself, his ethnic community, and American society.
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Particularly relevant to educators is his role as a peacemaker, between his ethnic

community and the school, and between children of various ethnicities within the school.

In the pages that follow I will contend that new Americans like the Hmong have much to

contribute to the education of their own children, and to all of our children. They also

have much to teach us about the meaning of "America."

To better understand the Hmong experience as new Americans I need to go back

four or five generations to envision, again, my ancestors' arrival to the United States. It

was they who left behind a land devastated by famine and foreign oppression, and they

who were greeted by the ubiquitous signs advertising "No Irish Need Apply." They,

through their work in the mines, fields, and factories, their spirituality, their music, and

their relationships to people and to the land, have forever changed the United States. So,

too, have other sojourners from Asia, Africa, Europe, and all parts of the Americas. The

promise of the United States lies in its global roots and the understanding that you do not

have to be born here to be considered an American (Walzer, 1990). Shou Cher and I,

then, are both involved in a process of becoming and being Americans. Perhaps

together, we can construct a dialogue and reconstruct the dream of America for the

children who will come after us.

This study combines an interest in larger sociological and historical contexts of

immigrant education and experience with the use of narrative inquiry to represent and

interpret an immigrant's life. Through the telling, retelling and sharing of the life history

of a new American, the problems and possibilities inherent in the education of new

generations of Americans will be explored

Overview of Chapters

The plan of this study is as follows:

Part One is "Immigrant and Identity, School and Society," composed of two

interrelated chapters which build the conceptual framework of this study. Chapter One,

"Narrative Inquiry and the Life Histories of new Americans," is comprised of two parts.
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The first part discusses narrative inquiry as a method, laying out some of the important

issues in this type of qualitative research.9 The wide use of the narrative mode of inquiry

across disciplines and the distinctions between narrative and paradigmatic thought are

discussed. Moreover, issues in story reconstruction, and representational and interpretive

dilemmas arising in this mode of inquiry are addressed.

The second part of this chapter addresses these major issues while explaining the

methods of data collection, textual representation and interpretation used in this study of

the educational life history of a Hmong American. Education is defined broadly,

including what goes on formally in school, but, more importantly, the learning which

takes place in the immigrant home and community. This life history includes the

compiling of educational life stories through interviews with family members and those

who know them (such as teachers), participant observation, and examination of letters,

documents, and other artifacts; and the connection of these stories to larger social,

cultural and historical contexts.

Chapter Two, "Visions of America: Narratives of Immigrants, School and

Society," uses the methods of narrative inquiry to provide a new reading of the

educational lives presented in the immigrant autobiographies of Richard Rodriguez and

Leonard Covello. The lives of Rodriguez and Covello illustrate the value of educational

narratives for grappling with questions of immigrant education and what it means to be

an American. Woven into these educational narratives is a discussion of the larger social

and historical context of immigrant education in the United States. Conflicting societal

goals regarding the education of immigrants have problematized the following questions:

How can a unified culture be developed within a nation made up largely of immigrants

and their descendants? How can the children of cultural minorities best be prepared for

participation within the dominant culture? This new reading of the lives of Rodriguez

 

9Thebroad field of qualitative researchboth influencesand is influenced by narrative inquiry, so I have

highhghtedsomeofmemajoruendsandissuesinmisfieldinAppendixA.
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and Covello serves as a reminder of the importance of creating educational narratives of

new Americans such as Shou Cher.

Part Two, "The Life History of a Hmong American," forms the narrative body of

this study. Part Two begins where Shou Cher's life almost ends, in his story of "The

Shooting." From there, we return to Shou's past: Chapter three, "A River in the

Mountains," develops Shou Cher's educational experiences from his youth in Laotian

villages to his arrival in the United States. The history of the Hmong is a history of

movement and struggle, and Shou's understanding of the present is shaped by his

knowledge of the Hmong's long road from the Yellow River in China ages ago, through

the Laotian villages and Thai refugee camps, to the urban landscapes of the United States

in the 19908. Significantly, the history of the Hmong in the last forty years is intimately

entwined with the history of US. military, political and economic involvement in

Indochina. The Chers, as new immigrants, are part of the latest chapter in American

social history. This chapter suggests the significant learning that often takes place in the

lives of persons, such as Shou, who have little formal education, and that their

resourcefulness is an educational value for all Americans.

Chapter Four, "The Word," has two interconnected strands. On the one hand, it

develops Shou Cher's experiences with religion, especially recounting his conversion and

work within an evangelical ministry. The Chers spend much of their time with the

Hmong Christian community in Windigo. Shou Cher ministers to this Christian

community, his children are active in its youth group, and his house is a common meeting

place for its members. This ministry is perhaps one of the most significant aspects of

Shou's adult life. On the other hand, this chapter explores the powerful association

between the "word" of religion and literacy, especially for the Hmong. This chapter.

considers the troubling issues which accompany evangelization, as well as assessing the

significant teacher preparation and literacy education which takes place within the

church.
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Chapter Five, "Generations," focuses specifically on the parent--children

relationship in the Cher family. Special attention is paid to the way in which the young

generation of Hmong Americans faces their world, and how their world is shaped by

cross-currents of home culture and the dominant culture. The role ofgenerativity, the

handing down of important life information from one generation to the next, is discussed

within the context of Shou's family life: Proud to recall his own family past, Shou is yet a

problematic mediator between the traditional world of his forefathers, his own

fundamentalist beliefs, and the new, "Americanized" ways of his children. Recent work

by Bruner (1990) has suggested the value of studying the lives of individuals within the

family context, as the family represents the "microcosm" of the culture. Hmong culture

has been described as group-focused, and, and in comparison to the dominant American

culture, the Hmong place little emphasis on individuality or self identity (Walker-Moffat,

1995). By focusing on an individual's life within the family context, I seek to better

capture Hmong cultural nuances. Moreover, analysis of family interactions can help to

uncover the intergenerational learning which takes place within a context where

immigrant elders pass many values to the young, but where the young often take on many

responsibilities for the family due to their greater facility with the language and cultural

norms of the adopted country.

Chapter Six, "Making Peace," examines Shou Cher's efforts to "make peace"

between and within Hmong families, between families and the school, between children

of various cultural backgrounds, and with himself, and his own changing Hmong

American identity. Three of the Cher children attend the Horace Kallen school, in

Windigo. Michigan, where their father works as a bilingual aide and coMunity liaison.

Community liaisons such as Shou Cher play an extremely important role in this

multicultural school. More than cultural border guides, they play the role ofpeacemaker

for children from various fractious communities, preparing in this way the next

generation of multiethnic Americans. The perspectives of the director, assistant director,
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the classroom teacher with whom Shou works, his fellow community liaisons, and Shou

himself are brought into an overall discussion about "making peace" as an important

aspect of educating children for a diverse society. Finally, Shou Cher provides his own

reflections of how working at this multicultural school has helped him to make peace

with America, and has served as an antidote to the feelings of homelessness and

helplessness he felt after being shot near his home.

Part Three, "Lessons from a Life," reflects on what can be learned from the life

history of a Hmong American, and returns to the educational policy issues raised in

Chapter One, and the concerns of narrative inquiry raised in Chapter Two. Chapter

Seven, "Resourcefulness, Relationship, Relationship, Respect: Lessons from a Life,"

examines the major themes in this life history and discusses their implications for a

variety of readers. I examine three themes of resourcefulness, relationship and respect

which emerge from the life history narrative: The value of resourcefulness is explored

through Shou Cher's tremendous ability to adapt to changing circumstances, a quality

which seems to also be present within many refugee and immigrant communities. The

value of relationship is seen in the high value Shou Cher places on ties with family, clan,

and community. Respect, at all levels, is what makes these relationships work. I will

suggest that these three values are not only of fundamental importance to the Hmong, but

for all Americans. Therefore, these "3 R's" are also needed as part of anyone's education.

Implications of This Study

This life history research has implications for a variety of readers. Teachers,

concerned with the education of diverse American children, may find in these pages that

parents and community leaders such as Shou Cher can provide rich educational, cultural

and linguistic resources for all their children. Shou Cher's story, much like earlier stories

such as Leomard Covello's, reminds us of the potential benefits of reconnecting schools

to varied cultural communities. Socially all children could benefit from sharing cultures

and languages, learning to respect and value the differences present in our democratic
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society. Psychologically, immigrant children could benefit whenever efforts are made to

reconnect the culture of school with that of the home. Moreover, immigrant parents, who

have often been left isolated and alienated from the wider society and their own children,

could benefit from the school's recognition that they, too, are important actors in the

education of the community's children. Policymakers may find that this narrative account

of a current immigrant family challenges rather static images of immigrants associated

with previous historical eras with quite different social and historical contexts. Second,

through a lens provided by the personal experiences of one family we can reexamine

bilingual and multicultural educational policies, and influence educational policies at the

local level to better meet the needs of all Americans, new and old. Researchers,

especially those interested in finding ways to represent the voices of diverse American

informants, may find that this life history of a Hmong immigrant suggests a variety of

forms, including poetry and dramatic dialogue, that illustrate the aesthetic quality

inherent in the stories of other human beings, and that narrative inquiry can touch the

heart as well as the mind of the reader. Moreover, researchers may learn, as I have, the

importance of resourcefulness, relationship, and respect when encountering the life of

another.

Finally, this is a work of relevance to all Americans, as it focuses on who we have

been, who we are, and who we would be as a people. Shou Cher, the peacemaker from

wartom Laos, may teach us that schools can be made places of peace; places where

diverse Americans can find unity, not by turning their backs on rich cultural and

linguistic heritages, but by occupying, in gentle ways, a common civic and moral space.



Chapter One:

Interpretation is an art; it is not formulaic or mechanical. It

can be learned, like any form of storytelling, only through

doing.

- Norman Denzin (1994:502)

InW(1993), Greg Sarris reflects on the difficulties he

experiences and the insights he gains from doing the life history of Mabel McKay, a

Porno medicine woman whom he has known since childhood. He concludes that such

work is best envisioned as a dialogue of discovery of the self and the Other:

In understanding another person and culture you must

simultaneously understand yourself. The process is

ongoing, an endeavor aimed not at a final and transparent

understanding of the Other or of the self, but at continued

communication, at an ever-widening understanding of both

(6).

In this chapter I will argue that narrative inquiry offers unique possibilities for fostering

such "continued communication" between the self and Others, and that engaged in a

narrative dialogue with diverse Americans, we can gain a deeper understanding of who

we are, and who we would become. In the first part of this chapter I provide an overview

of narrative as a mode of inquiry across disciplines, outline the distinctions between

narrative and paradigmatic ways of thinking, describe issues in story reconstruction,

address representational dilemmas arising in personal narratives, and discuss methods and

issues involved in narrative interpretation. In the second part of this chapter I will

describe how I used narrative inquiry in writing the educational life history of Shou Cher.

Narrative Inquiry

There is an increasing use of narrative inquiry within the broader field of

educational research. Phillips (1994) traces the history of educational inquiry from

naturalistic social science to hermeneutics to narratives, a history marked by "the gradual

18
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erosion of the positivist model of man...and the struggle to replace it with a model that

more adequately reflects what we humans take to be the nature of ourselves as thinking,

feeling, and sometimes rational creatures"(l4). Much importance in qualitative research

today is placed on meaning-making and folk psychology (Brunet, 1990). Bellah, et al.

(1985) suggest that social science, when utilizing interpretive methods, can become "a

form of self-understanding or self-interpretation" as it "seeks to relate the stories scholars

tell to the stories current in the society at large" (301) The integration of historical,

sociological, psychological and cultural perspectives to describe the lives of others allows

for what Rabinow and Sullivan (1987) call the return to the hermeneutical circle, or

"circle of meaning" that is a goal of interpretive social science.

Narrative research takes hermeneutics one step further by arguing that people

understand their lives and explain their lives through stories, and these stories feature

plots, characters, times and places. Polkinghorne (1995) argues that the narrative is "the

linguistic form uniquely suited for displaying human existence as situated action" (5).

Clandinin and Connelly (1994) suggest that the reconstructed stories of people's lives are

a fundamental educational tool:

People live stories, and in the telling of them reaffirm them,

modify them, and create new ones...Stories...educate the

self and others, including the young and those, such as

researchers, who are new to their communities (415).

Moreover, noted scholars in many fields have suggested that the study of individual lives

over time is indispensable for social inquiry (see, for example, Cremin, 1988; Gardner,

1994; Clausen, 1993). In anthropology Rabinow (1977) and Crapanzano (1980) have

explored the difficulties and possibilities of combining life histories with cultural

analysis; in psychology, life history has often been part of the study of personality

development over time (White, 1952; Erikson, 1962); and in sociology, individual life

histories have been woven into community mosaics (Becker, 1970; Terkel, 1972). Such

biographical work encompasses C. Wright Mills' (1959) contention that "Man is a social
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and an historical actor who must be understood, if at all, in close and intricate interplay

with social and historical structures" (158).

In her extensive survey of narrative research in the field of education, Kathleen

Casey (1995) suggests several reasons why this mode of interpretive inquiry has wide

appeal at the end of the twentieth century: Narrative research reverses "the academic

trend toward deterministic economic analysis and reproductive cultural studies of

schooling" by focusing on human agency, and the ability of individuals to creatively

construct their lives within social and historical contexts (214). Much current narrative

research focuses on the lives of ordinary people, individuals whose lives are in part

defined by racial, class and gender boundaries constructed by the dominant culture. By

"celebrating" the lives of diverse individuals and diverse histories, such narratives offer

an alternative to a traditional canon shaped by a history of "great White men" (215).

Moreover, narratives offer contrasting ways in which to address the social and

psychological disruptions which characterize the postmodern era. At the level of the TV

talk show, "telling one's story becomes exhibitionism, and listening to another's becomes

voyeurism." However, narrative also offers a "way to put shards of experience together,

to (re)constr'uct identity, community, and tradition, if only temporarily" (216).

What is narrative research? Polkinghorne (1995) notes that although the term

narrative has been used extensively in research reports to describe any prosaic discourse

(e.g., field notes, written transcriptions ), used more specifically, narrative refers to a

story (or "emplotted narrative"). Clandinin and Connelly (1994) distinguish between the

narrative phenomenon, or story, and the narrative method, inquiry. In narrative research

stories are what the inquirer collects, retells, and writes. Central to the construction of a

narrative are time, place, character and multiple researcher "1's": "The 'I' who speaks as

researcher, teacher, man or woman, commentator, research participant, narrative critic,

and theory builder."(416)
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The term narrative can describe a form of cognitive organization. In recent years

psychologist Jerome Bruner (1985) and others (Polkinghorne, 1995; Ricoeur, 1983) have

argued that narrative knowledge, rather than a mere emotional response, is a form of

reasoned knowing. Bruner suggests that there are two types of cognition, one

paradigmatic and the other narrative. Paradigmatic cognition involves classifying by

category or concept, and has traditionally been held as "the exclusive cognitive mode for

the generation of trustworthy and valid knowledge." (Polkinghorne, 1995:9)

Paradigmatic thought guides much of contemporary scholarly work, as it provides a way

to bring order to individual items through categorization. Narrative cognition, on the

other hand, involves understanding human action by noticing the differences, and the

diversity of human behavior. Experiences are translated into specific, "storied" episodes.

The object of narrative inquiry is not to find instances of a general type, but to find

analogies to a similar remembered episode (Polkinghorne, 1995). Thus, inherent to the

method of narrative inquiry is the use of narrative cognition as a way to organize life

events. Table 1 presents some of Bruner's (1985, 1986) contrasts between paradigmatic

and narrative modes of thought in a more "paradigmatic" fashion:
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Table 21

Modes of Thought and Understanding in Science and Scholarship

Goals, ideals of inquiry

Form

. Language

Verification

Paradigmatic

(Logical/Scientific)

Formal, mathematical system

of description and explanation

of causality; knowledge of

universal truths; certainty,

predictability

Categories and systems;

abstract argument; timeless

Consistent and non-

contradrctory; neutral;

minimizes voice of inquirer

By appeals to procedures;

reflects established methods

Narrative

(Literary/Historical)

Expressive representations of

human intention, thought, and

action, and of relations

between events and human

meaning making;

verisimilitude or lifelikeness,

representativeness

Narratives and stories;

particular, concrete; temporal

Multiple and many leveled

meanings, figurative,

recognizes, sometimes

maximizes, voice of inquirer

By appeal to representational

effectiveness; conveys

meanings

Based on the work of Bruner (1985, 1986), this table illustrates that paradigmatic and

narrative modes are distinct ways of knowing, with different goals, forms, language and

ways of verification. Bruner and others have argued that each mode of thought has value

for empirical research.

 

1 From Welland, S. From Adult Learningto Adult Learners. In Welland, S., Thompson, C., and

Huberman, M.,

forthcoming)
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Narrative inquiry can be distinguished from other types of qualitative research by

its focus on the individual, the personal nature of the research process, its "practical"

orientation and its emphasis on subjectivity (Hatch and Wisniewski, 1995). Focusing on

the central moments in individual lives allows life history and narrative researchers to

bring more complexity and ambiguity to the reality of human interaction in the world,

with characters who are "more 'rounded' and believable...than the 'flat,’ seemingly

irrational, and linear characters from other forms of qualitative inquiry" (Sparkes, quoted

in Hatch and Wisniewski,116). Related to this focus on the individual is the personal

nature of the narrative inquiry. To be effective, this type of inquiry requires the

researcher and the subject to work toward a shared understanding of the subject's story,

and their relationship is built upon dialogue and subject collaboration in the design,

conduct, and analysis of the research. The focus on individual lives enables narrative

research to place social theory in a practical light, as well as to connect an individual's

personal history with the social history of her life span. Finally, narrative research is

marked by subjectivity. The focus on the subject's "voice" and story are seen as a

positive contribution of the narrative genre to social science research. This feature of

narrative research has been utilized by writers who seek ways to let their informants

speak for themselves, especially those informants who, by nature of their race, class or

gender, have mostly lived on the margins of the dominant society (see, for example,

Belenky, et al., 1986; Kotlowitz, 1991; Gwaltney, 1980; McLaughlin and Tierney, 1993).

Smith (1994) contends that the life history writer must identify a hero or heroine,

even if the larger society does not recognize the person as such. Moreover, the writer

must attempt to find the "essence" of the protagonist, the inner person behind the outer

veneer. Finally, life history writers must acknowledge their own inability to ever

completely understand the "other." The anthropologist Clifford Geertz (1983) contends
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that at best one's understanding of the "other" is more "like grasping a proverb, catching

an allusion, seeing a joke or...reading a poem--than it is like achieving communion" (70).

Narrative inquiry shares much in common with other forms of qualitative research

in its methods of collecting and processing data, yet there are important differences. As

with ethnography, narrative inquiry involves data from both "outside" research, such as

interviews, oral histories, and field notes, and "inside" research, with letters, documents,

and library materials (Smith, 1994; Clifford, 1970). Perhaps more than with other

qualitative methods, narrative inquiry is concerned with the way in which a subject's life

and thoughts are represented through field and research texts. Clandinin and Connelly

(1994) suggest that this collected data, or "field text", gains its meaning through the

relationship between the researcher and the subject. Between the field experience and the

field text are various levels of subject collaboration, interpretation, and researcher

influence. Some narrative researchers are inclined to present powerful passages from oral

histories, interviews and other field texts without comment, letting them "speak for

themselves." However, Clandinin and Connelly argue that the field text must be

reconstructed as research text, by probing for meaning and social significance, and

developing patterns, themes and narrative threads in the subject's story.

Drawing on the work of Dollard (1935), Polkinghorne (1995) suggests several

criteria for the development of life narratives. These include the description of the

cultural context; the physical, mental, and psychological nature of the protagonist

(subject); the social relationships of the protagonist (family, friends, coworkers); the

choices and actions of the protagonist moving toward a goal; consider the historical

background of the protagonist; the construction of a coherent story with marked

beginning and point of denouement; the development of unique characters and plot; and

the writing of a storyline that is plausible,understandable and consistent with the data.

Polkinghorne suggests that these guidelines "advance the ideal of an integrated plot that
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synthesizes the cultural, biological, historical and individual aspects of the person into a

unified story" (32).

The narrative inquirer recognizes the primacy of writing in the research process.

Denzin (1989) argues that "fieldworkers can neither make sense of nor understand what

has been learned until they sit down and write the interpretive text" (502). He suggests

four interrelated problems that the writer of narratives must address in moving between

the field and the text: This interpretive movement involves sense making, wherein the

researcher decides what from the field notes and transcripts shall be included in the

research text, and how the story will be represented; representation, wherein the

researcher grapples with how best to represent the voice of the Other, and recognizes that

"representation...is always self-presentation" by positioning herself in the story;

Iegitimation, wherein the researcher must decide what type of authoritative claims to

make about the public text; and desire, which involves the creation of a text that is vital,

engaging, and an adventure for both the writer and the reader.

R . l D 'l . E l M .

Narrative researchers surveyed by Hatch and Wisniewski (1995) suggested that

there are strong ethical concerns to be addressed in relationships with research

participants. How can a narrative inquirer retell the another's life in way that avoids

distortion and disempowerment? Researchers must recognize the vulnerability of

subjects, and addressing issues of authorship, ownership and voice in texts. One of the

respondents, Lisa Smulyan, asks :

How do we carry out a collaborative, mutually beneficial

project while working through issues of knowledge, power,

control, and privacy; how, as a researcher, can I contribute

as much as the subject of my work is giving (119)?

Recognizing that the story reported will not be the same as the story told, Grumet

(1991) nonetheless argues that the narrative inquirer must give a fair representation of the

story back to the teller:
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So if telling a story requires giving oneself away, we are

obligated to devise a method that returns a story to the teller

that is both hers and not hers: that contains her self in good

company (70).

By sharing manuscripts with informants and involving them in the analysis and

interpretation of their life narratives, researchers can combat a long social science

tradition of paternalism towards "natives" that has accompanied cultural, economic and

political colonialism. An example of such a collaborative approach is found in the work

of anthropologist Sally McBeth with informant Esther Burnett Horne (McBeth and

Burnett Horne, 1996). Their joint analysis and interpretation of Burnett Home's life

history is presented to the reader as a dialogue. Such dialogues between the worlds of the

researcher and those of the informants, according to Tedlock (1983), "will stand or fall on

their own merits...not on the basis of whether the investigator got what he claims he had

been looking for" (333). Thus, the representation of the informant and the researcher in

the text is a major concern of narrative inquiry. Bill Tierney suggests that "how we

present that life, who is 'author' and how subject-researcher gets defined are issues that go

to the heart of doing qualitative work in a postmodern world, and they are best dealt with

in life history work" (quoted in Hatch and Wisniewski, 1995: 121).

A possible form for representing the interplay between researcher and informant

is suggested by psychologist Robert Coles. InW

mm(1964), Coles presents in narrative form his interactions with several

participants on both sides of the movement to desegregate the South. Coles chooses to

represent long stretches of informant "voice", interspersed with his contextual comments,

without using indentations, single spacing and other traditional means of differentiating

between the voice of the researcher and that of the informant. Here is a sample from his

narrative of "Larry", a student from the north who was finishing his "Freedom Summer"

sojourn in Mississippi:

Larry left very early in the morning, and he left quickly.

The goodbyes were kept down to a minimum. They all

pretendednor believed--he would soon be back. As he
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drove north he never doubted that he would see the

Johnson’s again, but he did doubt his capacity to resume life

at college. "I kept on wondering how I could face it: the

silliness and emptiness; the instructors who think they're

God because they've read a few books and can sit and talk

about 'ideas'; the ivy that doesn't only climb the buildings

but grows up the legs and into the brains of both teachers

and students. What would a football game mean to me? A

spring riot over nothing? A rule about wearing a tie at

breakfast?" (202)

Coles is able to present the voice of both researcher and informant within the context of a

life narrative by combining his contextual descriptions and interpretations with direct

quotes from informants. This form of arranging the narrative allows Cole to "give

prominence to the lives of those people, to their involvements with the world—-but there

has to be the qualification: as I have seen and known those lives and involvements" (34).

Moreover, Coles uses this form to "convey to the reader what about that person...sheds

light upon the central (and vexing) issue this book aims to examine: the relationship

between individual lives and the life of a nation--where crisis has come upon them both. "

(33).

Anthropologist Greg Sarris (1993, 1994) offers another viewpoint on how to

represent the interaction and dialogue between a researcher and a protagonist. Sanis

found that the ethnographic interviewing methods in which he was trained at Stanford

University were inadequate in representing the life of Mabel McKay, a Porno Indian

medicine woman whom he had known personally since childhood. Once, when driving

McKay back to the Rumsey Reservation after her lecture at Stanford, Sarris sought her

help in identifying a major theme for her life history:

"Mabel, people want to know about things in your

life in a way they can understand. You know, how you got

to be who you are. There has to be a theme."

"I don't know about no theme."

I squirmed in my seat. Her hands didn't move. "A

theme is a point that connects all the dots, ties up all the

stories."

"That's funny. Tying up all the stories. Why

somebody want to do that?"

"When you write a book there has to be a story, or

idea, a theme..."
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"Well, theme I don't know nothing about. That's

somebody else's rule." (Sarris, l994:5)

Sarris reflects on what McKay's stories teach him about life and about himself, and he

suggests that the goal of his work is to "chart dialogues that open and explore

interpersonal and intercultural territories" (1993z5).

Truth or Fidelity

Should "truth" be a criteria in judging personal narratives? Various narrative

researchers have argued that such interpretive work be guided not by concerns for

"validity," but rather by concern for believability, fidelity and plausibility (Bruner, 1985;

Blumenfeld—Jones, 1995; Polkinghorne, 1995). Bruner (1985) argues that "narrative

accounts can be lifelike and exhibit verisimilitude even when they contain demonstrable

falsehoods." Citing psychoanalytic theory, Bruner contends that "human adaptation to

life itself depends upon (one's success) in generating a believable narrative, one

that...weaves in but does not necessarily mirror the historical truth" (99). Fred Erickson

(1992), on the other hand, suggests that thickly described narratives that involve close

analysis of elements of social interaction can achieve a descriptive validity.

D.C. Phillip's (1994), however, argues that the issue of truth in narrative accounts

must not be overlooked. Phillips suggests that, when seeking to explain events, subjects

may offer stories which they mistakenly believe to be true. At other times, narratives are

offered as justifications or rationalizations of actions taken. Phillips adds:

Unfortunately, human nature is such that we have a

pronounced tendency to readily believe that the

considerations we offer by way ofjustification of our own

actions were the factors that actually led us to act that way,

and it might take a very refined degree of self-

understanding for some of us to realize that we have

become victims of self-delusion (20).

Several other aspects of personal stories influence the "truthfulness" of narrative

accounts: Stories are grounded in culture, and a cultural understanding of "truth;" they
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come in multiple, ever-changing versions; and the story told differs from the story heard.

Each of these aspects will be explored further below.

Stories of individual lives are grounded in culture, and cultural criteria for

understanding "truthfulness." Denzin (1989:25) contends that "autobiographies and

biographies are only fictional statements with varying degrees of 'truth' about 'real' lives.

True stories are stories that are believed in." Crapanzano's (1980) work with Tuhami, a

Moroccan tile worker, illustrates this complex relationship between "truth" and

believability. Tuhami's account of his life is full of events that probably never took place,

and yet these events contain "truths" which Crapanzano calls "autobiographical":

It was Tuhami who first taught me to distinguish between

the reath of personal history and truth of autobiography.

The former rests on the presumption of a correspondence

between a text, or structure of words, and a body of human

actions; the latter resides within the text itself without

regard to any external criteria save, perhaps, the I of the

narrator. Their equivalence is, I believe, a Western

presumption (5).

"Truth" in personal narratives comes in multiple versions and is ever-changing.

Subjects reporting on the same events or experiences may not concur with each other on

the "truth" of what happened; furthermore, versions of events offered by individual

subject's any change. Freeman (1993) contends that in the study of lives, truth is ever-

changing, as former ideas are challenged, and complexity and comprehensiveness are

added. Furthermore, the process of understanding, like the process of development, has

no endpoint. Narrative inquirers could use ever-changing, multiple versions of the "truth"

to build a more meaningful, believable life history account, much as Kurasawa used

several characters' versions of events to give deeper meaning to the story of "Rashomon."

Certainly the reports of more than one participant in a given event could be represented in

the text, allowing the writer to triangulate sources to create a more believable story.

"Truth" in narratives is further problematized by the nature of the subject--

inquirer relationship. As Denzin (1989:77) suggests, "the stories told are never the same

as the stories hear ." Blumenfeld-Jones (1995) notes that many layers of intention and
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reconstruction are present in the process of telling life stories: The subject has purposes

for telling particular stories, which causes him to reconstruct his own life narrative. In

addition, the narrative inquirer has her own purposes in mind for the story heard, and is

also reconstructing the narrative. For this reason, Blumenfeld-Jones argues that a

narrative inquirer must maintain "fidelity" to both the storyteller and the story, much as

an artist would maintain fidelity with her subject. Rather than the objective truth of

science, then, narrative inquirers could pursue the subjective beauty of art:

Narrative inquiry is an artificial endeavor existing within

layers of intention and reconstruction. This

artificiality brings fidelity and narrative inquiry into the

arena of artistic process (28).

Perhaps through the artistry of this subjective relationship the inquirer remains

more "true" to her subject and her subject's story than through the objective methods of

positivist science. Miller (1996) suggests that one can reject both absolutist claims to the

truth, as well as cultural relativism, arguing instead that reality is negotiated through

social interactions:

As anthropologists, as educators, as individuals, we must

not presume to have an edge on the nature of reality. The

life stories told us can provide insight into other worlds

which we ourselves have not experienced. If we respect the

narrator and the story, then perhaps we can invent a reality

which includes both perspectives and fosters understanding

(1 16).

M . I .

Denzin (1994) identifies several major research paradigms which influence the

interpretation of narrative texts. One popular postpositivist interpretive style involves the

use of grounded theory. As developed by Glaser and Strauss (1967), grounded theory

does not seek to force data to conform with existing theory, but rather develops theory

and interpretive categories that are "ground " in the data itself. For example, Ruth and

Oberg (1992) used grounded theory to analyze the collected life stories of several women,

grouped qualitatively similar life stories together into categories, and then labeled the

categories by their dominant qualities. Thus, commonalities existing across life stories
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were uncovered. A constructivist interpretive style makes use of grounded theory as well

as inductive data analysis and contextual interpretation. The goal of constructivist

interpretation is to triangulate various data sources that are credible, transferable,

dependable, and confirmable. Critical theorists use an interpretive style that seeks to

engage the voices and collaboration of oppressed groups of people within the framework

of a neo-Marxist cultural critique of social structures. Poststructural interpretive styles

are varied, yet have certain tenets in common. Denzin makes an important distinction

between positivist and post-positivist types of analysis and the analytical frameworks

employed by post-structuralists. Unlike the former, post-structuralists do not rely on

preconceived categories, and do not seek to impose their theoretical frameworks. Rather,

their goal is to let "the prose of the world speak for itself," and they highlight

multivocality and multiple perspectives (511). Denzin‘s interpretive style of choice

involves the organizing of life histories around "ephiphanies," important, life-shaping

events, using a poststructuralist interpretive framework he calls interpretive

interactionism. This style "begins and ends with the biography and the self of the

researcher," and encourages personal stories that are thickly contextualized, and

"connected to larger institutional, group and cultural contexts" (510-511). Moreover, the

stories presented in the text "should be given in the language, feelings, emotions, and

actions of those studied" (511).

Writing the Life History of Shou Cher

In the life history of a Hmong American which follows, I have chosen the

following methods drawn from narrative inquiry: Following the advice of Polkinghorne

(1995), Smith 1994) and others, I have chosen a single protagonist and sought to develop

a plot, and describe fully the setting and characters. Like Grumet (1991) and McBeth

(1996), I am concerned with representing my informant's story in a respectful manner,

and with including him in the process of analysis and interpretation. Furthermore, like

Coles (1964) and Sarris (1994), I seek a form for this story that allows for the
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representation of the dialogue between myself and my informant, and for substantial

passages of my informant's "voice." Moreover, I wish to use narrative forms that are

engage readers aesthetically as well as critically (Brunner, 1994). My interpretation of

this life history narrative encompasses four dimensions: First, through the arrangement

of the story itself, punctuated by epiphanies experienced by my informant (Polkinghorne,

1995; Denzin, 1994); secondly, through the contextualization of my informant's life

within history, culture and the social milieu; third, through the identification of emergent

themes, drawing on a combination of grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967) and

Denzin's (1994) interpretive interactionism; and finally, through a search for significance

which both shapes and is shaped by the story itself.

Education comes from the Latin educere, "to lead out." Through the medium of

this life history I seek to represent or interpret an individual's educational experiences,

with education understood broadly as a process of leading out: that is, those experiences

in the family, in school, in books, in nature, in community, in solitude, material as well as

spiritual, which help guide an individual on his or her path in life. Moreover, I seek to

place these educational experiences within important contexts of family, community,

school, society and history.

W

The writer of educational life histories begins by choosing a protagonist whose

life and learning will be explored. Every one of us has stories to tell about our lives, and

many of these stories could be of educational interest. Therefore, it is important for the

researcher to narrow the quest for potential protagonists somewhat, perhaps by posing

questions to oneself: Is there a particular educational problem I would like to explore

through biography? Would I like to examine this problem through the life of a teacher, a

student, a parent, and/or a community member? Is there a particular sub-group of the

general population that is of interest? When I thought about these questions, I realized

that the "problem" I was interested in was the role of education in assimilating (or
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facilitating the adaptation of) new immigrants into American society. Because of my

experiences as a teacher of adults and a father, I was interested in doing the biography of

a parent who had children in the schools. Finally, a long-standing interest in linguistic

and cultural minority communities led to my decision to look for a protagonist among the

Hmong refugee community. There is a limited but growing literature about the life

experiences of the Hmong in America (see, for example, Chan, 1994; Ungar, 1995;

Donnelly, 1994; and Santoli, 1988). Although I do not speak Hmong and have not

visited Southeast Asia, I felt that by exploring the life of a Hmong adult, one of the

newest Americans, I would learn more about the Hmong, myself, and the meaning of

"being American."

Not being a member of the Hmong community, I was fortunate to have the

assistance of a Hmong community liaison who worked at an elementary school where I

did research. This liaison talked with members of his community, and came back to me

with the name and phone number of a man who had children at the school and who spoke

and understood English reasonably well. I called the man, Mr. Lee, arranged to interview

him at his home, and began an initial series of weekly visits that would last

approximately three months. During my visits I was able to communicate in English

without an interpreter with Mr. Lee and three of his older children. A few months later,

as I called to explore the possibility of interviewing additional members of the family,

Mr. Lee informed me that he and the rest of the family would be moving north to open a

restaurant in a small town. Unfortunately, due to my own family obligations, I was

unable to accompany the Lees on this new adventure. Therefore, I called up the liaison

again, and he suggested I talk to Mr. Cher, a new member of the bilingual staff at the

school. When I met Shou later at his house, I found myself in the presence of someone

with a special vitality and warmth. He was a handsome man in his mid-thirties, with dark

hair, bright eyes, and a lively, expressive face. Shou was delighted to share stories about

his life with me, and became an enthusiastic participant in this research.
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His articulateness in English, his charisma, the multiple roles he plays in life and

his receptiveness to the inquiries of a stranger made Shou Cher an ideal protagonist for

life history research. With some of my previous Hmong informants my inability to

communicate in Hmong or Lao limited our conversations to minimal questions and

responses in English. Shou and I were able to have long discussions about a variety of

issues, and this facilitated the greater representation of his "voice" in the text. Shou's

charismatic presence in the local Hmong community facilitated my meeting with other

Hmong adults and children, many of whom could be found visiting the Chers in their

home in the evenings. I became aware of the variety of roles that Shou Cher played: He

is a husband and father of seven school-age children; he is an active member of his clan

council, working specifically on ways to heal the generational rifts in the Hmong

community; he is a bilingual assistant and community liaison for a local elementary

school; and he is an evangelical minister. Finally, like the various members of the

Hmong community, I was always made to feel welcome in Shou‘s home, his church, and

his workplace. Coming from our disparate linguistic and cultural backgrounds, we were

able to form a friendship and converse about the new America that is coming into being.

My research data was comprised largely of audiotaped interviews and observation

notes. I interviewed Shou Cher, his wife, some of his children, and his employers and

coworkers at the school. In addition, I observed Shou's interactions with his family, his

church, members of the Hmong community, coworkers, and children at the school. Once

a protagonist is identified, an educational biographer can prepare an initial interview

protocol that allows for open-ended responses, yet at the same time focuses on particular

issues which may be relevant to guiding questions of the research and the particularities

of the informant. My initial interview protocol used with Shou Cher can be found in

Appendix B. Of course, once I became engaged in dialogue with Shou Cher, some of

these questions became more relevant than others, while new questions arose during the
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course of our interviews. Other important questions occurred to me later as I listened to

Shou's audiotaped stories or reread transcripts of our conversations.

E l . D E l M .

My life history of Shou Cher involved collecting and categorizing data through

semi-structured interviews and participant observation. Over the course of six months I

spent frequent evenings at the Cher home, especially on Saturdays, the one night of the

week Shou Cher usually had free. I also spent a few hours each week at Kallen school,

interviewing, observing, and volunteering in music activities and on the playground. In

addition, I also spent one afternoon as a guest at Shou's church, attending Sunday school

and the service.

Interviews were conducted with several informants, principally Shou Cher, the

protagonist of this life history; members of his immediate and extended family; members

of his church and the Windigo Hmong community, and his coworkers and employers at

the Kallen school. Because I am unable to communicate in Hmong, the first language of

many of my informants, all interviews were conducted in English. When necessary,

Shou Cher, who has strong communication skills in four languages, has helped interpret

for me, especially when I was a guest at his church.

Participant observation is a key feature of this research, as formal and informal

interviews can only reveal part of the life of an individual. Fred Erickson (1992) suggests

that through participant observation, "one can test one's theory of the organization of an

event by trying out various kinds of participation in it" (209). Participant observation

allows for a better understanding of the verbal and nonverbal interaction within the

family. I was able to get to know Shou's children largely through helping with

homework, playing chess and checkers, watching them watch television, and doing

outdoor activities. I was able to observe Mai Cher as she organized the household,

prepared meals, and interacted with the children, Shou, and the many members of the

Hmong community who frequented their home. I gained an appreciation for Shou Cher
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at work, observing him in his interactions with colleagues, parents and especially

children, in his role as an intermediary between the world of the Hmong community and

the world of the school.

Interpreting data collected from interviews, participant observation, artifacts and

library research in order to craft an educational life history is always problematic, but

moreso when one's protagonist has very different cultural and linguistic practices than

one's own. My protagonist, and members of his family and ethnic community, must

communicate their lives to me through the medium of a second language and culture. It

is likely that many of the nuances which they may wish to communicate will be lost in

translation or cross-cultural miscommunication. Moreover, some of my informants may

have hesitated to speak "freely" with a researcher who is an outsider to the community.

As refugees, they have suffered the calamities of war, loss of homeland and relocation to

a strange new land; their lived experiences and their knowledge of history have given

them reasons to distrust people from outside their group.

By taking seriously the dialogical (Bakhtin, 1981) relationship between myself,

my informants, and our subject matter, I have tried to overcome some of the initial

hesitation on the part of my informants. However, dialogue, encompassing the sharing of

stories, information, and interpretation between informant and researcher, raises

Clifford's (1988) intriguing question, "Who is actually the author of field notes" (45)?

Subjects of ethnographic studies have influenced the direction of research in many subtle

or more blatant ways (see, for example, Rosaldo, 1980). To what extent will Shou Cher,

as well as other informants, author this research? By proposing a life history format, I

acknowledge my part in deciding what is included, what is left out, and how the story is

arranged on the printed page. However, by regularly sharing relevant sections of my field

notes and interview transcripts with Shou Cher, his family, and other informants, I hope

to allow them to interpret the text of this life history with me, and to produce vignettes of

immigrant life that are meaningful both to the Chers and to educators and policymakers.
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In order to create a meaningful life history I seek to document the "circles of meaning",

the everyday common sense understanding of the Cher's themselves, what Geertz (1983)

calls the "native's point of view."

Through interviews and participant observation I hope to construct a believable

narrative of Shou Cher's educational life, and to maintain "fidelity" with my subject and

his story. I hope to approach a "true" record of events, ever-changing as that truth may

be, by triangulating the stories of various informants, their letters, and photographs, with

the historical record represented in books, articles, video documentaries, and other

published research. For example, personal stories about life in a Thai refugee camp can

be triangulated with books and videos about such camps.

Finally, I agree with Denzin (1994) that interpretive research is an art, not a

science, and something which must be learned through practice. How to best write the

tale of the Cher family will be learned through the telling. And, as Van Maanen suggests,

"The magic of telling impressionist tales is that they are always unfinished." (1988: 120)

R . E l l .5 H'

The form of the text for Shou Cher's educational biography varies. Each of the

choices of how to arrange the text have been influenced by decisions on how to best

represent Shou Cher's life history, my place in the re-creation of this life history, and how

to capture the deeper meanings which can often be lost in the sea of words on a page.

Some sections contain longer vignettes and little interpretive commentary, such as where

Shou Cher relates episodes in his life history; in other sections I try to represent the

dialogue which took place between myself, Shou Cher, and other informants.

Representation of this dialogue seemed especially important when our interactions were

leading us both to deeper reflection, or when we attempting to interpret parts of the text

together.

At several points I have chosen to arrange the narrative text as a poem. Several

anthropologists and folklorists have argued that the rhythmic repetitions and formulaic
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language present in traditional oral cultures such as the Hmong should be represented in

the form of poetry instead of prose (Fine, 1984; Tedlock, 1983; Clifford and Marcus,

1986; Conquergood, 1989). Tedlock has written:

If anthropologists, folklorists, linguists, and oral

historians

are interested in the full meaning

of the spoken word

then they must stop treating oral narratives

as if they were reading prose

when in fact they are listening to dramatic poetry (1983: 123)

Sociologist Laurel Richardson (1992) takes this concern with aesthetic representation one

step further by suggesting the poetic in apparently bland stories of ordinary Americans

such as "Louisa May:"

It was purely chance

that I got a job here,

and Robert didn't.

I was mildly happy.

After 14 years of marriage,

that was the break.

We divorced.

A normal sort of life (128).

In seeking to represent lived experience in ways that reaffirm the lives of those being

studied, Richardson used poetic structures to engage both the emotions and the critical

minds of readers.

Along with the work of Tedlock and Richardson, Conquergood's (1989) life story of a

Hmong shaman, presented as an epic poem, has been particularly influential in my

decision to occasionally represent the emotive power of Shou Cher's narrative in poetic

form. These occasions were few, and tend to come at points where Shou Cher is

narrating particular life crises.

Below I give an example of my representation of the "voice" of Shou Cher as I

moved between an initial audiotaped transcript and the final form of the research text.2 I

 

2ThefulltranscriptofthisepisodecanbefoundinAppendixC.
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begin at a point in one of our first interviews where Shou has just finished telling the

story that opens Part Two of this study, recounting how he was shot in the back outside a

convenience store near his home, his recovery in a local hospital, and his feelings when

the doctors told him he could go home:

5
4
S
?
?
?

But after I came from the hospital the things that I think in my mind--now its

quite changed, its changed a lot, but back to that time, the first week, I'm gonna t

ell you what I think, back to that time. I said,

There isn't any solid place, any place of peace on Earth. There isn't. I stay in the

hospital or two weeks. I do not, I disown that place. The hospital is not my place.

They said, you can go home. And I don't have a home to go . This house I live in

which is not my house. Not my home. I live by the money. This place belongs

to someone else. It's not my house. I don't belong to Earth.

Besides, I scared. I do not know if next day I get shot again. I don't trust going

outside. I do not know how I should live. I do not want to stay by the window. I

don't want to sit by the window. I don't want to live in this area. I don't want to l

ive anywhere. I don't belong to this Earth.

These, there were a lot of things in my mind. And a couple, five days from the

day I got shot, my mother, who stayed with me in this house, she prepared my

youngest, my younger, my second youngest daughter going to kindergartner

school. And somehow, she does not know why, she fell on the cement walking,

sidewalk. And all her face got scratched and bruised, And she does not know

why. And that even bring me lower. I said, Why that happen? And she has a

problem too, she has a disease sometimes, too. And I said, Why she fall down.

And she does not realize how, why, how she fall down. And when I came back

her mouth still kind of

Swollen?

Swollen, her face was still, uh

Bruised?

Bruised and scratched, and swollen too. And I said, Oh no. Why me? Why me?

18:12:11))! mother also said, this Earth does not belong to us. We do not belong to the

So that's bad, but the only good thing by that time we experienced we say, we

don't belong to the Earth. We belong to Heaven, where we should go. And we

should go until we are there. That's the feeling back at that time. Very strong.

Here is the same story as represented in the research text:

But after I came from the hospital, the first week, I'm gonna tell you what I

thought.



I said:

There isn't any solidplace,

any place ofpeace on Earth.

There isn't.

I stayed in the hospitalfor two weeks.

I disown that place.

The hospital is not my place.

They said:

You can go home.

And I don't have a home to go to.

This house I live in is not my house.

Not my home.

I live by the money.

This place belongs to someone else.

It's not my house.

I don't belong to this Earth.

Besides, I am scared.

I do not know if

the next day I will get shot again.

I don't trust going outside.

I do not know how I should live.

I do not want to stay by the window.

I don't want to live in this area.

I don't want to live anywhere.

I don't belong to this Earth.

Five days after I got shot,

My motherfell on the cement sidewalk.

And all herface got bruised and scratched.

She does not know why.

And that even brought me lower.

I said,

Why did that happen?

And when I came back

her mouth was still kind ofswollen,

herface was still bruised and scratched.

AndI said,

Oh no.

Why me?

Why me?

My mother also said,

This Earth does not belong to us.

We do not belong to this Earth.
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The only good thing we experienced at that the

is when we said,

We don't belong to the Earth.

We belong to Heaven,

where we should go.

And we should keep going until we are there. 3

Several issues are apparent in the representation of this episode in Shou Cher's

life. First is the issue of language, and whether or not the "voice" of the protagonist is

best represented in his exact words. Shou Cher is not a native speaker of English, and he

makes occasional grammatical or speech errors. I felt that the meaningfulness of Shou's

narrative to an English-speaking audience would be enhanced by correcting such errors.

Another issue to is the representation of my own voice. For this episode, I made the

decision to delete my questions and comments from the research text, and reconstruct it

as a longer story in Shou's voice. I made this decision because I felt that, as a major

event, or epiphany, in Shou's life, the story had an underlying cohesiveness which was

somewhat fragmented by the inclusion of my short questions. Moreover, I felt the

meaningfulness of the episode was enhanced when it was reported in Shou's words only,

even as he described the dialogues he engaged in with hospital personnel and visitors.

Finally, I made the decision to represent part of this episode as poetry. I was moved by

Shou's description of his feelings when leaving the hospital, and I felt that, represented as

poetry, and set off from the rest of the text by the use of italics, the emotive quality of this

passage would be more clearly conveyed in the text than if it were represented as prose.

The representation of Shou's voice in the text has also been influenced by his

reading and our discussion of earlier drafts of this life history. Shou, perhaps because of

his early training in Hmong song, enthusiastically supported the rendering of some of his

oral speech as poetry. Moreover, throughout the text he added additional information or,

in some cases, advocated that some information be left out. I would like to discuss two of

 

3 Shou,mittumsout,learrledandpracticedtraditionaleongora1poetryfromanearlyage. A short

discussion ofhow this traditional artforrn has influenced Shou's poetic voice in English can be found in

Appendix D.
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these instances, since they illustrate both Shou's part in fashioning the research text as

well as the importance he places on maintaining strong relationships within his family.

In one of our first interviews Shou recounted to me a dream he had in Chicago

that influenced his decision to go to theological school.4 After I showed him my initial

rendering of this dream as a poem, Shou told me that it some of it was missing. When I

replied that I had transcribed everything on the audiotape, he brought over a marker and a

drawing board and explained the dream to me again, diagramming the action from his

village in the mountains, along the path through the fields, to the deep, dark jungle. After

this initial explanation, he closed his eyes and, speaking rapidly, retold the dream again,

adding quite a few details. When he saw the second draft of this dream, he added one

more part that he said was missing: The closing dialogue between he and his wife, as

they prepared to be parted until the arrival of the "second ark." Through the additions of

these details the text of the dream more than doubled in length.

When I asked Shou if there were parts of the text that he would like to see revised,

I thought he might ask me to change sections of the text that might challenge his religious

convictions, or his role as a father. Actually, he was not concerned with these parts of the

text, but with sections that might reflect badly on members of his family. Sections that he

particularly wanted to change involved episodes where his brothers did not measure up to

the expectations of their father. Because of Shou's concerns, details in some of the stories

concerning the relationships between his father and his brothers have been deleted.

My representation of Shou's voice in the text cannot match the authenticity of an

autobiography. Nevertheless, by quoting from him frequently, choosing forms that

suggest the emotional power of his speech, and by including him in discussions and

revisions of the research text, I feel that this life history of Shou Cher has gained an

authenticity of its own.

 

4 For the text ofthis dream, pages 139-141.
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E D' . E” if I .

Story as Interpretation

From beginning to end, this life history research is a process of interpretation.

Shou Cher begins by interpreting his life to me by means of stories. As a researcher and

writer, my retelling of his life history involves three levels of interpretation. The first

dimension of interpretation involves organizing the data gathered from interviews,

participant observation and library research into the form of a story. This is what

Polkinghorne (1995) refers to as the process of narrative analysis, wherein elements of

data are configured into a unified, meaningful story. The text which appears in this study

has been chosen to present an account which is readable, accurate and meaningful, and

which retains fidelity to the accounts given to me by my informants. In many ways I

follow the model of the impressionist tale as described by Van Maanen (1988):

Dramatic recall, condensed yet vivid contextual descriptions, and the "voice" of the

protagonist are all important elements in such tales. Rather than seeking "correctness,"

the audience must judge this life history by the standards of "interest (does it attract?),

coherence (does it hang together?) and fidelity (does it seem true?)" (105).

Narrative analysis involves the production of an emplotted narrative or story

(e.g., life story, case study, life history). The inquirer seeks to configure data elements

into a unified, meaningful story. This means discovering and developing a "plot" that

reveals the connection between elements of the data. Narrative analysis involves

synthesis of data, not categorization. Polkinghorne suggests that in narrative analysis the

inquirer must begin with the question, How did this happen? Then the inquirer gathers

the data necessary to answer the question. For one form of narrative inquiry, life history,

this may include personal diaries, writings of the person, interviews with friends, family

and associates of the person, and interviews with the person herself. This collected data

is then interpreted and integrated into a story. Polkinghorne (1995) suggests that "the
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final story must fit the data while at the same time bringing an order and meaningfulness

that is not apparent in the data themselves" (16).

Lives in Contexts

The second dimension of interpretation involves the contextualization of a life

within history, culture, and a social milieu. My "inside" research served to deepen my

understanding of the varying social and historical contexts of Shou Cher's life. As the

research text grew, I found it necessary to become familiar with a variety of literatures,

including the cultural history of the Hmong; the historical relationships between nations

of the West (e.g., France, the United States) and Indochina; religious fundamentalism and

missionary activity; and bilingual and multicultural education, specifically regarding the

education of new immigrants. Drawing from these and other literatures, I am better able

to relate the life of Shou Cher within particular social, historical and cultural contexts,

thus making that life more meaningful for a wider audience.

Of course a dilemma faces narrative inquirers who wish to provide a meaningful

account of an individual's life, and at the same time address the larger social, historical

and cultrnal forces that shape that life. Brunner (1994) suggests that a major issue

involving narrative form is the question of creating "professional texts that name

problems and literary texts...that illumine those issues and invite vicarious participation"

(93). In the same vein Smulyan asks:

How do we place the individual within her social context

and demonstrate the powers and forces that shape her

experience and also provide a rich description of her story,

her shaping of her world? (quoted in Hatch and

Wisniewski, 1995:120)

Representing in some way the "dialectic" between individual lives and societal contexts is

one of the major challenges facing narrative inquirers, a challenge Hatch and Wisniewski

(1995: 128) argue is essential for narrative research:

We see the power of life history and narrative accounts in

the dialectic between the unique experiences of individuals

and the constraints of broad social, political, and economic

structures. It may be possible artfully to weave these
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constraints into life stories so that they are barely visible,

but their presence is essential.

A life history of an individual, to be meaningful, must be placed within social, cultural

and historical contexts. Such contexts for the life of Shou Cher are developed in the first

four chapters of part two, focusing particularly on the intersection of Shou Cher's life

with history, community, family and school.

Emergent Themes

The third dimension of interpretation involves the development of themes which

emerge from the narrative. The complexity of an individual life should not be sacrificed

to an overriding theory, be it positivist, postpositivist, constructivist or critical. In my

interpretive work I have chosen a post-structuralist interpretive strategy similar to the

interpretive interactionism described by Denzin, examining critical "epiphanies" in the

life of Shou Cher, and placing his lived experience within historical, social and cultural

contexts. At the same time I examine emerging themes from the narrative, using

grounded theory without the rigid categorization of data, relying rather on the critical

encounters with the developing text that I share with my protagonist. Thus, while this life

history narrative is punctuated by critical moments in the life and learning of Shou Cher,

the arrangement of chapters is as much thematic as chronological.

Though I wished to allow important themes to emerge from the narrative, as I

began the interviewing process, I had certain important questions in mind. As a Hmong

refugee from Laos, what insights could Shou Cher provide me on the question of being a

new American? Through shared stories and dialogue, could Shou and I make some sense

of what it means to be an American, of American identity? Since the concept of identity

has come to have many different meanings (Gleason, 1983), I began my analysis by using

a framework provided by Eriksonian (1950) as well as Vygotskian (1978) concepts that

combines the self identity of the individual personality with the social, cultural, historical

and ideological contexts of individual lives. An alternative version of the self which

reflects years of work among various cultural groups in the schools is put forward by
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Spindler and Spindler (1994). They conceptualize an enduring self which reflects one's

past and cultural heritage, and a situated self which responds to the exigencies of

everyday interaction within a dominant cultural context.5 However, in analyzing the

remarkable adaptations that Shou Cher has made in his long journey from the mountains

of Laos to life in the United States, I began to realize that, as the work of Freeman (1993)

suggests, Shou was rewriting his selfover time. Moreover, Robert Lifton's concept of

protean identity, wherein the postmodern self can adapt to a variety of shapes and forms,

seemed particularly relevant to the lived experience of this refugee from Laos.

The protean self, in some ways, weds Eriksonian identity theory to post-

structuralist concerns for individual and cultural variation. Lifton writes that the protean

self "requires a modicum of inner continuity, and of coherence as well, but on its own

personal and cultural terms" (88). Drawing on Langer's (1951) theory of the symbolizing

mind, Lifton suggests that "the self becomes an engine of symbolization as it

continuously receives, re-creates, and extends all that it encounters" and "centers on its

own narrative, on a life story that is itself created and constantly re—creat " (28, 30).

Proteanism is a response to the increasing rate of flux in modern life, influenced by

historical forces of historical dislocation, mass media revolution, and threat of extinction.

Individual sources of flux include a sense of fatherlessness (or homelessness), and the

adoption of survival strategies that vary from shutting down to opening out-reactions

Lifton refers to as fundamentalist or protean. As will be illustrated in later chapters, Shou

Cher’s life history may well illustrate the complexities of a Hmong American identity

which draws from fundamentalist Christian values, Hmong cultural traditions, and a

protean ability to adapt to new conditions.6

 

5 A more extensive description of the Spindlers' analysis of how members of minority cultures negotiate

their identities in school contexts is provided in chapter six.

6 This work is influenced by various concepts of the self, including those put forward by Erikson,

Vygotsky, the Spindlers, and Lifton. A comprehensive review of the many traditional and

metaphors of the selfrs foundrn Hoskins, M. and Leseho, J., 1996. Changing Metaphors of the Self.

Implicatims for CounselingWW74 (January/February) 243-252

The development and changern identity over the life span is explored through the perspectives of
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One's culture plays an enormous factor in shaping one's sense of identity. Clifford

Geertz (1987) defines the culture of a people as "an ensemble of texts, themselves

ensembles, that the anthropologist strains to read over the shoulders of those to whom

they properly belong" (239). Being an outsider to the Hmong community and unable to

speak the Hmong language, I had no pretensions of coming to a deep understanding of

Hmong culture. However, as an American, I hoped to learn some of the cultural nuances

of a fellow American, whose "ensemble of texts," as a new American, were both similar

and vastly different from my own. Coming to understand American culture as it is

transformed by one of its diverse participants, then, was my goal. Rabinow and Sullivan

(1987) suggest such a dialogical approach to understanding culture:

Culture-the shared meanings, practices, and symbols that

constitute the human world--does not present itself

neutrally or with one voice. It is always multivocal and

overdetermined, and both the observer and the observed are

always enmeshed in it (7).

I wanted to learn what values Shou and members his family found in Hmong culture and

in what they perceived to be American culture, and ways in which they saw these cultural

values complementing or contradicting one another.

The Spindlers (1990) have argued that at the center of the American cultural

dialogue are mainstream values such as individualism, personal achievement, and a

belief in progress, yet "various forms of biculturalism...may constitute viable adaptations

to the need to 'get along' in America at the same time that ethnic pride dictates a retention

of self-orientation within one's own culture of origin" (37). In what ways are the Chers

adapting to the dominant culture, and in what ways are they retaining a separate

"identity"? How have both formal and informal educational experiences influenced their

views on what it means to be a "new" American, and what it means to be Hmong? What

knowledge and values are the Cher children learning from their parents (and/or other

 

psychology, hrstoryandhteraturemBosma,HGrantsma,T., GrotevantH. anddeLevita,D. (Eds),

1994. ' ' . . -- >2. .,Thousand0aks CA: Sage.
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adult family members)? Specifically, what is the role of the adults in passing along

cultural information to the next generation-~what Kotre (1984) calls "cultural

generativity" (see also Erikson, 1950)? What knowledge about the dominant culture are

the children passing on to the adults? Such questions regarding informal and formal

education and intergenerational learning are thus important elements in coming to

understand the lives of new Americans as they are both transformed by, and transform,

America.

Searchfor Significance

A final dimension of interpretation involves the search for significance within the

emerging themes from a life: What makes a person's life history memorable or relevant

to the lives of others? To some extent, Shou Cher's differences help shape the

significance of his story: By presenting the beliefs, traditions and worldview of a

member of a minority culture, his story challenges readers to extend their own visions of

the world; it challenges educators to reexamine the educational role of immigrant parents;

it challenges all Americans to rethink the role of schools as places to bring diverse young

people together, not to separate and pit them against one another. However, the search

for significance also extends to what Shou Cher and I (and many readers) share in

common, and in many ways these commonalities shape the life history itself: We share a

concern for histories, of families, peoples and nations; we share a concern for

relationships within families and communities and across generations; we share a concern

that schools support families and serve to bring children of diverse families together in

positive ways. These issues of history, community, family, school, and differing

worldviews, which impact on the education of new Americans, guided my search for

significance in the analysis of Shou Cher's narrative.

The chapters which follow consider Shou Cher's learning over a lifetime, and his

relationships to history, family, community and school. They also reflect his deep

spirituality and religious commitment as an evangelical preacher. Most importantly,
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values emerge which guide Shou and with which he would guide the next. generation of

Hmong Americans.

Summary

Narrative inquiry can offer researchers an intimate portrait of an individual,

situated within historical, social and cultural contexts, yet revealed as an active agent in

his or her own life. Through varied narrative forms, writers of lives can bring out the

aesthetic in social science texts and bridge some of the gap that separates the language of

informants from that of the academy. Moreover, when narrative inquirers take seriously

questions of representation, they can better insure that the stories they retell are given

back to informants "in good company," as Grumet advocates.

Narrative inquiry also contributes conceptual tools for readers of lives. Through

biography and autobiography, readers can come to an understanding of the complex

relationship between individual agency and the social and historical contexts that

influence lives. The next chapter provides a new reading of the history of immigrant

education in the United States as seen through the lives of two immigrant children who

lived, and made, part of that history: Richard Rodriguez, whose parents immigrated to

Sacramento, California in the 1940s, and Leonard Covello, who immigrated with his

family to New York City in the 1890s. The lives of Rodriguez and Covello presents the

reader with different answers to the question of how best to educate new Americans, and

whether educational "success" neccesitates a break with one's linguistic and cultural

community. Moreover, the history of immigrant education that backgrounds the lives of

Rodriguez and Covello provides a fundamental context for understanding the educational

life history of immigrants such as Shou Cher who have arrived in the United States in the

last generation.
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Chapter Two:

I

H l illl'Ifi. kiliil'es‘l 1141'?! 1.131. 1

What visions have immigrants had of America and American schools? What can

_we learn from the lives of those who have learned to become Americans? Millions of

immigrants have participated in American public education, and their reactions to

schooling have been and continue to be varied. In what follows I examine some of our

history of immigrant education policies by comparing and contrasting the experience of

two children of immigrants, Richard Rodriguez and Leonard Covello, who have written

autobiographies about their educational experiences in America.1 BMW

(1982) is Richard Rodriguez' story of how he achieved a public American identity

through education. The book and its author have been influential in the last two decades

as debates over bilingualism and affirmative action have raged.W

(1958) is less well known. It recounts Leonard Covello's life from his days as an

immigrant child in America through his years as a principal in the New York City

schools. Although Leonard Covello and Richard Rodriguez both grew up in immigrant

families in the United States, in many ways their stories are quite different: Covello was

an Italian-American who arrived in New York at the turn of the century, while Rodriguez

was a Mexican-American growing up in Sacramento in the 1950s; Covello's family lived

in a tenement building surrounded by fellow countrymen and the Italian language;

Rodriguez' family lived in a middle class Anglo neighborhood where the language of the

street was English; Covello championed the teaching of immigrant languages in the

schools, whereas Rodriguez champions the use of English, the language of public life;

 

1 I have chosen the autobiographies of Rodriguez and Covello because each deals at length with issues of

immigrant education, and because they offer contrasting viewpoints on the relationship between immigrant

youths, immigrant communities, and the larger society. However, other immigrant autobiographies which

offer perspectives from women and other immigrants of non-European origin would be valuable to bring

into this discussion. A short annotated list of immigrant autobiographies can be foundrn Appendix E.

Several review essayson immigrant autobiographies can be foundrn Holte, J.., 1988.W

l . A ,t .New Yak: GreenwoodPress.
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Covello's educational life was community-centered; Rodrgiquez's centered on the

individual. Yet, the crossing of linguistic and cultural boundaries between the home and

the school held similar consequences for both Covello and Rodriguez in their familial

relationships.

The lives of Rodriguez and Covello help frame some of the dominant policy

themes in immigrant education: Rodriguez' life, f'rlled as it is with the angst of a middle-

class American man who forsook his home language and culture to achieve a public

identity, intersects with the rise of influential sociological theories ranging from cultural

deprivation to cultural capital, theories which in different ways suggest that immigrants

and members of other non-dominant groups must embrace the cultural forms of the elite

if they wish to succeed as Americans. Based on his own experience Rodriguez cautions

against bilingual programs in schools, arguing that these will slow the achievement of

public identities on the part of second language students; nevertheless, Rodriguez's later

work suggests that, in a world of infinite cultural intersections and transformations,

schools must acknowledge the cultural contributions of all Americans. Covello's

experiences as a student, teacher and principal intersects with the one of the largest

historical efforts to "Americanize" immigrants. Moreover, in his educational career he

challenged eugenic explanations of mental deficiency, and worked for the academic

achievement of all students, no matter the color of their skin, their accent or their

socioeconomic status. Furthermore, Covello's insistence on the importance of home

language and culture in the educational process foreshadows contemporary educational

concerns with the representation of diverse cultures and languages in the schools.

Finally, through his work as a principal in East Harlem Covello fostered an understanding

of the school as a center of the community, where all community members, no matter

how poor or how heavy their accent, would be welcomed home.

E pluribus unum: "Out of many, one." I believe that the challenge to American

educators for the next century remains much the same as it has been since the time of
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Horace Mann: A place must be found where the pluribus can gather as equals, where

diverse traditions are respected, and where the unum can acknowledge conflict, yet strive

for peace. Schools must be such a place.

B'l IE I' 'DHI' '51

Wis Richard Rodriguez' story of how he gained a public voice in

America, and lost the power to communicate with his parents. In the opening pages we

learn that this dark-skinned child of Mexican immigrants has become an assimilated,

middle-class American. Yet, despite his economic and social success, his sense of loss is

palpable:

What preoccupies me is immediate: The separation I

endure with my parents in loss. This is what matters to me:

the story of the scholarship boy who returns home one

summer from college to discover bewildering silence,

facing his parents. This my story. An American story (5).

Educational achievement would enable Richard to gain what he calls a public identity as

an American, and to fully participate in the social and political arenas of an English-

speaking dominant culture. It would also distance him from his private identity as a

happy youth growing up in the warm, Spanish-speaking world of his home.

Interestingly, it was Richard's parents who encouraged their children to speak

only English at home, following a visit by Richard's teachers. Physically separated from

the Spanish-speaking community in Sacramento, and encouraged to use English by his

parents and teachers, Richard embraced the new language. He blossomed in school, and

became enamored with the world of books. In later life, he would not defend the use the

first language in school, because he felt that it would prevent the adoption of a "public

identity":

Without question, it would have pleased me to hear my

teachers address me in Spanish when I entered the

classroom. I would have felt much less afraid. I would

have trusted them and responded with ease. But I would

have delayed-for how long postponed?--having to learn the

language of public society. I would have evaded-and for
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how long could I have afforded to delay?-—learning the

great lesson of school, that I had a public identity (19).

However, for Richard there is no middle ground between the public identity of society

and the private identity of his (formerly) Spanish-speaking home. Acceptance of one

entails the rejection of the other. To be economically and socially successful in America

means breaking with the traditions and language of nondominant cultures.

Nevertheless, Richard illustrates his continuing "hunger" for the rich Spanish

communication of his childhood home by contrasting this with the silence that

accompanies his assimilation to the dominant culture:

Matching the silence I started hearing in public was a new

quiet at home. The family's quiet was partly due to the fact

that, as we children learned more and more English, we

shared fewer and fewer words with our parents. Sentences

needed to be spoken slowly when a child addressed his

mother or father. (Often the parent wouldn't understand.)

The child would have to repeat himself. (Still the parent

misunderstood.) The young voice, frustrated, would end up

saying, "never mind"-the subject was closed (23).

Richard began to feel embarrassed by his parents' lack of formal education. "It was not

that I thought they were stupid," he writes, "but stupidly I took for granted their enormous

native intelligence" (52). The authority that had formerly rested in his parents was now

u'ansferred by Richard to his new idols, his teachers. Books became his new source for

knowledge, especially the books his teachers considered important, and "the information

gathered from a book was unquestioned" (53).

Qllmmll! Demand?

In Sacramento, in the 1950s, Richard's working-class family "lived among

gringos and only a block from the biggest, whitest houses. It never occurred to my

parents that they couldn't live wherever they chose" (12). From his earliest years Richard

identified English as a public language and Spanish as intimate, the language of the

home:

Like those whose lives are bound by a barrio, I was

reminded by Spanish of my separateness from los otros, los

gringos in power. But more intensely than for most barrio
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children--because I did not live in a barrio-Spanish seemed

to me the language of home...My parents would say

something to me and I would feel embraced by the sounds

of their words. Those sounds said: I am speaking with

ease in Spanish. I am addressing you in words I never use

with los gringos. I recognize you as someone special,

close, like no one outside. You belong with us. In the

family. Ricardo (16).

Richard Rodriguez's description of how he became a public man, by distancing

himself from the private world of his home language and culture, helps to frame theories

of cultural deprivation and cultural capital that have influenced educational research and

practice. The 1950s saw the rise of cultural deprivation theory. According to this theory,

immigrants and other minority groups suffered from environmental factors--families

which did not place emphasis on education, lower—class values and lack of English

language skills. Therefore, the job of schools was to change the culture of the "culturally

inferior", and thus overcome the inherent handicaps of the immigrant background. Much

of the "culture of poverty" research in the 1960s accepted this premise, and sought ways

to "replace" the impoverished "culture" of the "disadvantaged classes" with tenets of the

dominant culture (see, for example Hellmutlr, 1967).

Culture deprivation theory influenced many of the Great Society programs, and

continues to be influential for many politicians and policymakers today--witness the

attention given to "at-risk" students and the problem of "single parent" families (see

Swadener and Lubeck, 1995;Baca Zinn, 1989). In a critique of Culture deprivation

theory, Di Leonardo (1984) suggests that by focusing on the family as the determining

factor in failure or success, one could conveniently overlook racial and class inequalities

in America:

[Culture deprivation theory] divorces individuals’ economic

statuses from the larger economy and its evolutions, and

from its entire ethnic/racial infrastructure of institutional

racism...It blames the victim (21).

"Cultural capital" theory has come into vogue among educational theorists as a

new way to explain the environmental factors that contribute to educational failure or
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success. Rather than place blame on the family, theorists argue that socioeconomic class

(as well as racial) distinctions contribute to educational achievement. Pierre Bourdieu

(1973) argued that members of higher socioeconomic classes had more cultural capital

because of their greater exposure to high culture (e.g., the arts, music, literature).

Because of their accumulation of cultural capital, their children would have better

chances at success in school, where such capital was valued: They were better prepared

to master academic material, handle abstract concepts, and receive the favor of teachers.

Children of lower socioeconomic classes, on the other hand, had little exposure to "high

culture," and in school the often became discouraged, had fewer accomplishments, and

little positive recognition from teachers. In studies of cultural capital in the United

States, Wells and Serna (1996) have described how elite parents use their cultural and

political capital to resist curricular changes that would end the separation of students into

academic, general and vocational tracks, thus mixing their young with the children of

lower social classes. Kalmijn and Kraakamp (1996) have suggested that ethnic

minorities, when given access to what they call "highbrow" culture, may find a means for

social mobility. This could certainly be said to be the case with Richard Rodriguez in his

transformation into a "middle-class man."

However, caught up in the effort to find ways to provide cultural capital to those

who seem to lack it, many educational theorists have failed to question whether there is

indeed a hierarchy of "cultures," or the extent to which all socioeconomic and ethnic

groups contribute to the arts, music, literature, and other elements of a supposedly "high

culture." Our national literature, for example, is imbued with a richness that derives from

its multiple roots and subjects, a richness embodied in the poetry of Walt Whitman and

Maya Angelou, and the prose of Mark Twain'sWmand Louise Erdrich's

W. Michael Walzer (1990) illustrates the multicultural roots of American

"high culture" with his description of Gene Kelly's danse Americaine in the movie,

American in Paris:
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"Une danse Americaine," Gene Kelly tells the French

children as he begins to tap dance. What else could he call

it, this melted-down combination of Northern English clog

dancing, the Irish jig and reel, and African rhythmic foot

stomping, to which had been added, by Kelly's time, the

influence of the French and Russian ballet? Creativity of

this sort is both explained and celebrated by those writers

and thinkers, heroes of the higher culture, that we are likely

to recognize as distinctively American (607).

All the cultures that influence "American" culture have value, whether or not a price tag

can be placed upon them; failure to recognize this explicitly is the supreme fallacy of

cultural capital theory, just as it is with theories of cultural deprivation and eugenics. In a

world where cultures are constantly intermingling and transforming, new theories are

necessary that neither seek to promote the domination of one culture over others nor to

isolate culturally distinct groups from each other.

In his recent book. DaxaQLleieatianAnAreumentarithMLMexicanflthcr

(1992), Richard Rodriguez engages in a process of reexamining the interconnectedness of

cultures, especially those of California and Mexico. He looks at the multiple Native

American, Mexican and Anglo histories of the mission towns in California; the influence

of Mexican workers who constantly renegotiate national and cultural boundaries; and his

own paradoxical role as a writer and researcher of Mexican descent, interviewing in the

honky-tonks of Tijuana by day, retreating to San Diego, the land of promise, at night In

illustrating the ongoing process of cultural transforrmtion taking place in Mexico, in the

United States, and within himself, Rodriguez is perhaps finding a way to make peace

with his heritage. his family and his America.W

InW,Richard Rodriguez makes a strong argument against

bilingual education, suggesting that it could prevent working-class, non-native speakers

of English from achieving a public identity, and the rights and opportunities due all

Americans:

Only when I was able to think of myself as an American,

no longer an alien in gringo society, could I seek the rights

and opportunities necessary for full public

individuality...Those middle—class ethnics who scorn
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assimilation seem to me filled with decadent self-pity,

obsessed by the burden of public life. Dangerously, they

romanticize public separateness and they trivialize the

dilemma of the socially disadvantaged (27).

 

Rodriguez seems to recognize that, to have access to social and political power, members

of cultural minorities would have to learn, and conform to, the parameters set by the

dominant culture. Referencing Shakespeare's quintessential dispossessed native, he says

"I have taken Caliban's advice. I have stolen their books. I will have some run of this

isle" (3).

Rodriguez speaks also of the danger of romanticizing public separateness.

Clearly, the historical debates over language and cultural issues in the United States are

filled with references to the danger of political and social fragmentation which might

result if large numbers of people were to continue speaking languages other than English.

Benjamin Franklin, who had taught himself French, German, Italian, Spanish, and Latin,

and in 1732, had published the first German-language newspaper in North America, was

one of the first colonists to emphasize the importance of "Anglifying" the general

population. In his "Observations Concerning the Increase of Mankind" (1751), Franklin

wrote that the increase of the German-speaking population in Pennsylvania was a definite

threat:

Why should Pennsyvania, founded by the English, become

a Colony of Aliens, who will shortly be so numerous as to

Germanize us instead of our Anglifying them, and will

never adopt our Language or Customs any more than they

can acquire our Complexion? (quoted in Shell, 1993: 109)

Although many English colonists of the time may have shared Franklin's sentiments,

diversity of languages and bilingualism was a fact of colonial life. Besides numerous

Amerindian languages, the African languages of slaves, and the French and Spanish of

adjacent colonial territories, one-quarter of the Europeans in the British colonies spoke

languages other than English. During the Revolutionary War, the Continental Congress

published many official documents in French and German, including the Articles of

Confederation. In matters of education, the use of English spread in the early years of the
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19th century, but many non-English language schools continued to thrive, and German,

French and Spanish were sanctioned by several states as languages of instruction

(Crawford, 1989). However, by the early Twentieth century the arrival of millions on

non-English speaking immigrants began to raise worries in some quarters that internal

divisions would follow. Theodore Roosevelt, one of the snongest supporters of

Americanization programs, summarized this reaction to massive immigration when he

said, "We have room for but one language in this country, and that is the English

language, for we intend to see that the crucible turns our people out as Americans, of

American nationality, and not as dwellers in a polyglot boarding house" (quoted in

Crawford, 1989:23). Public policies against the use of diverse languages in schools were

not widely implemented, however, until the advent of World War One, when the use of

English was increasingly seen as a test of political loyalty.2

"Sink or swim" English teaching strategies slowly gave way to language

replacement strategies and the rise of specific English as a Second Language (ESL)

instrucdon in the 1950s. Within such ESL classes, curriculums continued to exclude

discussion of minority cultures or present them in stereotypical fashion. In the words of

Diego Castellanos, ESL's replacement strategy tended to produce "half-lingual stutterers

in thought, stammerers in spirit." (quoted in Crawford, 1989:27).

In response to the advocacy of members of minority language groups and growing

awareness of low academic achievement and high dropout rates among minority language

students, Congress passed the Bilingual Education Act of 1968. This was the first federal

legislation to support the needs of non-English speaking children in the schools.

However, the goals of the program seemed unclear: Was it to be a remedial program,

 

2 For example, in 1915 German was the most widely spoken language in the United States after English,

and 24% of all secondary students were enrolled in the study of German. However, antioGerman feeling

caused by the war would curtail the use and study of German sharply. Several states banned German

speech in public places, including schools; the study of German was forbidden at public and private schools

in Ohio; German language teachers were either thrown out of work or reassigned to teach "Americanism."

By 1922 enrollment of secondary students in German was less than one percent (Crawford, 1989).
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overcoming "language deficiency" and working for assimilation--or was it to be bilingual

enrichment, developing students' inherent linguistic resources, and preserving pluralistic

cultural heritages?

Amendments, civil rights guidelines and a key court decision were to help clarify

the intent of the Bilingual Education Act. Amendments in 1974 clarified that both

English and native languages could be used in bilingual classrooms. Further amendments

in 1978 and 1984 would redefine eligible children as "limited English proficient" (LEP),

thus reinforcing the deficit approach to teaching minority language children; provide

Family English Literacy programs for adults and youths not in school; and, in a

significant move away from the deficit model, provide programs aimed at the

achievement of proficiency in English and a second language.
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Table 3

Some Important Events in Immigrant Education History

17808

1 8408

18508

18908

early 19008

1917

1924

19508

1965

1968

1974

1986

1995

1996

Articles of Confederation and other official documents of the new United

States published in English, French and German.

Massive immigration to US. by Irish, and later Germans. Rise of the

common schools.

Sometimes violent controversies as immigrant Catholics are forced to read

Protestant bibles in public schools. Rise of the Know Nothing anti-

immigrant movement.

Beginning of massive immigration from Eastern and Southern Europe.

Rise of Americanism movement. Spread of eugenic explanations of

immigrant (and other non-Teutonic) inferiority. Expansion of

comprehensive high schools with academic and vocational tracks,

immigrant children largely occupying the latter.

The United States enters the war against Germany. With the war come

efforts to forbid the teaching of German in schools. The teaching of

second languages declines.

New laws passed by the US. Congress severely restrict immigration.

Rise in popularity of cultural deprivation theory.

Congress removes barriers to immigration. A new wave of immigrants,

largely from Latin America and Asia, begins to arrive in the United States.

Congress passes the Bilingual Education Act.

InW,Supreme Com't rules that schools must provide

meaningful education to non-English speaking students.

California passes Proposition 63, making English the official language of

the state. Other states follow this lead with similar legislation.

Passage of Proposition 187 in California. Denial of medical and

educational services to illegal immigrants and their children.

Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act signed into

law. Removes welfare benefits for immigrants, places limits on extended

family who can immigrate, strengthens barriers to illegal immigration.
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Title VI of the Civil Rights Act, which prohibits discrimination on the basis of

race, color or national origin, influenced federal guidelines regarding equal opportunity

for "disadvantaged" minority language students. In 1974, the US. Supreme Court ruled

inmm:schools were obligated to prepare non-English speaking students for a

meaningful education. Justice Douglas, author of the court's decision, wrote:

There is no equality of treatment merely by providing

students with the same facilities, textbooks, teachers, and

curriculum; for students who do not understand English are

effectively foreclosed from any meaningful education

(quoted in Lyons, 1990:71).

Richard Rodriguez, however, sees contradictory impulses driving bilingual

education that could endanger the education of those it is meant to serve:

(Advocates) propose bilingual schooling as a way of

helping students acquire the skills of the classroom crucial

for public success. But they likewise insist that bilingual

instruction will give students a sense of their identity apart

from the public (34).

Rodriguez argues that bilingual education, in fact, is a disservice to students, as it will

slow the non-native speakers acquisition of a public identity in an English-speaking

society. Like Rodriguez, many supporters of an English language amendment feel that

students participating in bilingual education classes are unfairly segregated from the

dominant culture and its opportunities. Themstrom (1990) contends that bilingual

programs have led to low student academic achievement, inability to pass employer

English tests, and defacto segregation of minority language students:

Those who monitor desegregation plans count ethnic and

racial heads in a school and pretend that the presence of

Hispanic and other language-minority children counts

toward integration. Yet there is little that is integrated about

the education of these students. The students may dabble in

paints and dribble a ball together, but, for most of the day, a

bilingual classroom is a school within a school--a world

apart (48).

US. English spokesperson Gerda Bikales has argued that such segregation leaves

minority students "cut off from interaction with their American peers, doomed to remain

forever strangers in their new country" (quoted in Imhoff, 1990:57).
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In the 19808 efforts to more fully assimilate immigrants have crystallized around

the perceived threat to national unity posed by speakers of languages other than English.

In 1986, California voters passed Proposition 63, making English the official language of

the state. In the following two years, ten more states passed similar legislation. In

addition, groups such as US. English are actively working to pass the English language

Amendment, making English the official language of the United States. Gary Imhoff

(1990), a consultant for US. English, contends that the organization respects diversity of

languages and cultures within the United States, but believes that schools must teach

students English as quickly as possible, and the government should "foster the similarities

that unite us rather than the differences that separate us." (49)

The fact that federal support for bilingual education was initially presented as a

program to reduce the language deficit of "disadvantaged" minority language children has

led to much of the conn‘oversy surrounding the efficacy of bilingual policy. Opponents

of bilingual policy such as Bikales, Themstrom and Imhoff tend to ignore the fact that

minority language children have historically been placed in lower tracks and in special

education classes (Oakes, 1986); yet clearly separate bilingual education classes can lead

to an unequal education as well. Proponents of bilingual policy tend to stress the

importance of proficiency in two (or more) languages, for minority language children as

well as all members of American society. Moreover, some see legislation such as the

proposed English Language Amendment as a new effort at language restriction, the

passage of which could lead to a denial of basic rights to non-English speakers, as well as

political and social turmoil. The English Language Amendment, in this view, would

represent "exclusionary language policy" and send the following message to minority

language groups:

Return to the age of less dignified status--to that time when

your children were linguistically excluded from the

classroom, to a time when language barred you from

voting, to a time when you were unable to understand court

proceedings because you could not speak English. To

minority language groups, the picture is clear: The English
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Language Amendment has little to do with language; it has

everything to do with oppression (Duenas, Schott, and

Vasquez, 1988:29).

The supporters of English Only legislation claim that they would defend the rights

of individual non-English speakers to the achievement of a public identity in an English-

speaking nation. Richard Rodriguez' story inWprovides them with

some ammunition, as it tells the tale of how one man overcame his family and his past by

embracing English and becoming a player in the larger society. Yet,W

is also the story of a youth, a family, and a multietlrnic, multilingual society in the throes

of fragmentation, that have yet to make peace with themselves.

I I C II . I I . E C °|

Leonard Covello was nine years old when his family immigrated to America from

the poverty-stricken village of Avigliano in Southern Italy. The family settled into the

Aviglianese colony in East Harlem, New York, a neighborhood that Covello would later

describe as "one of the most heterogeneous and congested communities in the United

States, with poverty and unemployment as its main characteristics and its atmosphere one

of tension and struggle" (179). In this neighborhood Leonard would go to school and

later, spend much of his career as a teacher and administrator, as he made a lifelong

commitment to improving the lives of East Harlem's residents.

Shortly after his family immigrated to New York City from Southern Italy in

1896, Leonard began attending the Soup School, a place characterized by its strict

discipline and bowl of soup at lunch, and run for immigrant children by the Female

Guardian Society of America. The school assemblies and the singing of songs in an

unknown language are vivid memories for Covello:

It was always the same. We stood at attention as the Bible

was read and at attention as the flag was waved back and

forth, and we sang the same song. I didn't know what the

words meant but I sang it loudly with all the rest, in my

own way, "Tree Cheers for de Red Whatzam Blu!" But

best of all was another song that we used to sing at these
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assemblies. It was a particular favorite of Mrs. Cutter's,

and we sang it with great gusto, "Honest boys who never

tread the streets." This was in the days when we not only

trod the streets but practically lived in them (27).

The emphasis on God, country and personal morality symbolized by the Bible reading,

the flag, and the song "Honest Boys" reflect the goals of a civic and moral education that

extend back to the time of the Common Schools. In their mission to "make Americans"

out of immigrants, to forge an unum out of children of diverse cultures, schools have

sometimes failed to honor the values and traditions of immigrant children and their

parents. In this regard schools merely reflect the generations of political and educational

leaders who have left large numbers of our diverse people out of their definitions of

"American," and out of their visions of America.

Carl Kaestle (1983) has suggested that the Common School reform movement of

the mid-Nineteenth century contained an ideology of republicanism, Protestantism, and

capitalism. At the heart of the ideology was a series of Anglo-American Protestant

cultural beliefs and values:

Human beings are born malleable and potentially good but

need much careful guidance; all men are equal in some

formal ways, but some groups are more able, wise, and

refined than others; and therefore it is important that in

education, economics, and politics, institutions be shaped to

maintain the values and leadership of cultivated, native,

Protestant Americans (95).

Kaestle argues that the arrival of the Catholic Irish, as well as massive immigration by

non-English-speaking Germans, reinforced the moral, cultural and civic mission of the

schools. These "outsiders" threatened the uniform, Anglo-American Protestant world of

the reformers and the native elite, and thus common schools would need to teach "a

common English language and a common Protestant morality, much as earlier charity

schools had been directed at those qualities of blacks or poor whites that educational

reformers saw as undesirable or threatening" (71).

By the end of the Nineteenth century children of immigrants were becoming

schoolteachers themselves, and the Anglo-American Protestant values presented in
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schools were transformed to a certain degree. Nevertheless, Handlin (1982) suggests that

the new generation of teachers retained the same sense of mission as that propagated by

the earlier generation of Common Schoolmen:

To stamp out dialect, to stamp in correct modes of

behavior, to define life's goals and prepare all to grasp its

opportunities. The men and women who had made it

valued their respectability and were no more tolerant of

Wops and Sheenies than their predecessors had been of

Micks (14).

On one occasion Leonard brought home his report card to be signed, and his

parents discovered that "Leonardo Coviello" had been changed by the school to "Leonard

Covello." Angrily, his father asked him why the family name had been changed, and

Leonard responded that the principal had changed it to make it easier for her to

pronounce. Leonard asked:

"What difference does it make? It's more American. The i

doesn't help anything." It was one of the very few times

that I dared oppose my father. But even at that age I was

beginning to feel that anything that made a name less

foreign was an improvement.

For a moment my father sat there, bitter rebellion building

in him. Then with a shrug of resignation, he signed the

report card and shoved it over to me. My mother now

suddenly entered the argument. "How is it possible to do

this to a name? Why did you sign the card? Narduccio,

you will have to tell your teacher that a name cannot be

changed just like that...A person's life and his honor is in

his name. He never changes it. A name is not a shirt or a

piece of underwear" (30).

A youth such as Leonard could see the value of stripping away vestiges of foreignness

that might cause him ridicule. This stripping down, and remaking of immigrants into

"Americans" would be a goal of the Americanization movement of the early Twentieth

century and would have a lasting impact on immigrant education policies.

Higham (1971) suggests that the Americanization movement contained both

democratic and nativistic impulses. Initially concerned with the social welfare of new

immigrants, the National Americanization Committee sponsored a nationwide

"Americanization Day" on the July 4, as a celebration of new citizenship. However, the
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Committee's pluralistic slogan, "Many Peoples, But One Nation," would soon give way

to "America First." As American involvement in the war in Europe loomed, business and

civic organizations and schools embraced Americanization, with new importance placed

on being "one hundred percent American." By 1918, the National Americanization

Committee was urging "the suppression of unrest and disloyalty, the elimination of

conditions under which 'anti-American' influences flourished, and the dissolution of

minority cultures" (248-249).

In the world of business Henry Ford set an example for Americanization

programs, compelling his non-English speaking immigrants to attend a company English

school where they would, besides learning English, re-enact the theory of the melting pot

on stage:

A long column of immigrant students descended into the

pot from backstage, clad in outlandish garb and flaunting

signs proclaiming their fatherlands. Simultaneously from

either side of the pot another stream of men emerged, each

prosperously dressed in identical suits of clothes and each

carrying a little American flag. (Higham,1971: 247-248)

Ford's efforts at "Americanizing" his immigrant workers reflected an Americanization

movement increasingly threatened by the cultural attachments immigrants maintained

with their lands of birth. Americanization, which began as an effort to improve the social

conditions of immigrants and to educate them as democratic citizens, turned into an effort

to weed out "divided loyalties" and the dissolution of minority cultures during and after

the First World War.

More Americanization legislation was adopted at the state level during the post-

war economic recession and "Red Scare," when political and business leaders, citing the

threat of communist revolution in the United States, cracked down on trade unions, leftist

political parties, and ethnic organizations. The impetus to reform immigrants soon gave

way to a renewed effort to exclude them. Immigration laws in 1921 and 1924 severely

restricted total immigration, and established a nationality quota system. "While the
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movement for the redemption of the alien ebbed in 1920, the old drive for the rejection of

the immigrant passed all previous bounds." (Highham, 1971:263) Historian Oscar

Handlin (1951) writes:

There was a fundamental ambiguity to the thinking of those

who talked about 'assirrrilation' in these years. They had

arrived at their own view that American culture was fixed,

formed from its origins, by shutting out the great mass of

immigrants who were not English or at least not Teutonic.

Now it was expected that those excluded people would alter

themselves to earn their portion in Americanism (274).

Covello's life, of course, was touched by the Americanization movement, yet he

found a way to return to the philosophy of "many peoples, but one nation." While a

student at Columbia University Leonard Covello became involved in the YMCA's

Americanization campaign as an English teacher in his old neighborhood. Leonard soon

discovered that when he communicated to the older Italian men in their own language,

they became more willing not only to learn English, but to share other concerns with him

as well:

Some of the men brought their children with them, to ask

my advice about a school situation or problem concerning

them. It was then that I realized how little these parents

understood about school conditions and regulations

affecting their children. Not knowing the language, they

were reluctant to make any attempt to straighten out a

child's difficulty outside the home. I came to the

conclusion that while it was important to teach English to

imrrrigrant people, it was equally important for me to find

out about the problems they were unable to solve in

becoming adjusted to a new way of life in a new country.

And I could only do this through the use of their native

language.

Covello would eventually work to create an Italian language program in the New York

City schools, but his efforts would be constricted by larger societal pressures at the time

of the First World War to encourage only the use of English.
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Leonard Covello was not deterred by the difficulties of American schooling,

largely because he saw education as a way to avoid the life of toil of his father and so

many other members of his Italian immigrant community:

The constant drilling and pressure of memorizing, the

homework, and detention after school raised havoc with

many students. For me, this type of discipline seemed

merely the continuation of my training in Italy. I wanted to

go to school. School meant books and reading and an

escape from the world of drudgery which dulled the mind

and wore out the body and brought meager returns...

"de0," my father repeated again and again. "In me you

see a dog's life. Go to school. Even if it kills you. With

the pen and with books you have the chance to live like a

man and not like a beast of burden (41).

With hard work and the help of a scholarship Leonard went on to study at Columbia

University. Based on his own experience, he knew that children raised in immigrant

homes and poor neighborhoods such as East Harlem were capable of academic

achievement. Yet, many civic and educational leaders did not share his beliefs about the

abilities of poor youths. When a high school was being planned for East Harlem, Covello

fought hard to make it a comprehensive, rather than an industrial or trade school:

The stigma attached to an industrial high school! The

psychological effect upon the pupils and the community!

Sure, people say on the outside, "the proper school for them

dumb immigrants. They don't deserve any better" (181).

Benjamin Franklin, a comprehensive high school, was established in East Harlem with

Covello as principal. Nevertheless, Covello admits that he and his staff "had constantly

to be on the alert against those who wanted to lower academic standards" (203).

By maintaining that poor immigrant children could achieve as well as other

children Covello was in opposition to beliefs about the inferiority of certain ethnic and

racial groups that were firmly entrenched in many educational and policy circles. In his

description of the new immigrants from Southern Europe who arrived to the United

States in large numbers after 1890, Ellwood Cubberley (1934), dean of Stanford
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University's college of education, reveals a great deal about the ethnocentric and racist

attitudes that guided much of educational policy in his day:

Largely illiterate, docile, often lacking in initiative, and

almost wholly without the Anglo-Saxon conceptions of

righteousness, liberty, law, order, public decency, and

government, their coming has served to dilute

tremendously our national stock and to weaken and corrupt

our political life...The new peoples, and especially those

from the South and East of Europe, have come so fast that

we have been unable to absorb and assimilate them, and our

national life, for the past quarter century, has been afflicted

with a serious case of racial indigestion (485-486).

Many Progressive Era educational reformers shared Cubberley's views, and their

arguments were bolstered by the results of English-language IQ tests given to

immigrants, which suggested strongly that their inferiority was genetic. Not surprisingly,

eugenic explanations of immigrant inferiority grew in popularity as the nation's economy

contracted. Horace Kallen (1924) observed that in the early part of the century

"immigration, formerly more than welcomed as an economic boon, was now scrutinized

as a eugenic menace"(24) Louis Terman, one of the early proponents of IQ testing,

suggested that the immigrant "dullness seems to be racial...Children of this group should

be segregated in special classes." (quoted in Oakes, 1986:149) The widely-accepted view

of immigrant cultural inferiority led to a policy of segregation for many immigrant

students in "vocational", rather than academic, tracks. As America approaches the year

2000 members of minority linguistic and cultural communities continue to be

overrepresented in lower academic tracks (Oakes, 1986).

At Benjamin Franklin High, however, the story was somewhat different. By the

19508, forty to fifty percent of graduates of one of the poorest neighborhood schools in

New York were applying to attend college. Covello realized that "a vocational or trade

school would have restricted many of these boys in their preparation for higher

education" (203). Without question Covello believed that a comprehensive school would
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better serve the needs of his students, yet at the same time it would serve to support the

interests of a socially and economically margrn'alrzed' East Harlem community.

5 l l E '1 l C .

In writing of his experimental school in Chicago, John Dewey (1900) suggested

that a preeminent question guiding progressive education must be how to connect the life

of the school with the life of the community:

What can be done, and how can it be done, to bring the

school into closer relation with the home and neighborhood

life-instead of having the school a place where the child

comes solely to learn certain lessons? What can be done to

break down the barriers which have unfortunately come to

separate the school life from the rest of the everyday life of

the child (166)?

Through his work with the New York public schools, Leonard Covello would develop a

community-centered approach to education. The need for such an approach was apparent

from his own school experience as an immigrant whose Italian culture and language were

effectively and completely ignored by the educational system. Significantly, Leonard

saw this as part of the process for Americanizing immigrant youth, and for dividing them

from their parents:

The Italian language was completely ignored in the

American schools...l do not recall one mention of Italy or

the Italian language or what famous Italians had done in the

world, with the possible exception of Christopher

Columbus, who was pretty popular in America. We soon

got the idea that "Italian" meant something inferior, and a

barrier was erected between children of Italian origin and

their parents. This was the accepted process of

Americanization. We were becoming Americans by

learning how to be ashamed of our parents (43).

As the gulf between the world of school and the world of home became wider, Covello

found he had less and less to share with his parents; rather, personal issues were shared

with other young Italian immigrants who could better understand what he was going

through.

As early as the 18708, William Torrey Harris, superintendent of St. Louis schools,

argued that immigrant culture was an important ingredient in the educational formation of
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immigrant children and that efforts aimed at breaking the child's bonds to family and

culture would have detrimental consequences (Crawford, 1989). A few decades later,

Jane Addams, whose close work with immigrant families in the settlement houses had

alerted her to the cultural gap between home and school, argued that schools needed to

reconnect immigrant children with their families:

The public school too often separates the child from his

parents and widens that old gulf between fathers and sons

which is never so cruel and so wide as it is between the

immigrants who come to this country and their children

who have gone to public school and feel that they have

learned it all...Can we not say, perhaps, that the schools

ought to do more to connect these children with the best

things of the past, to make them realize something of the

beauty and charm of the language, the history, and the

traditions which their parents represent (quoted in

Lagemann, 1985:137-138).

Horace Kallen, a contemporary of Addams, took issue with educational leaders such as

Cubberley and Terman who argued that the "new immigrants" of the early 20th century

weakened America culturally and genetically. Kallen contended rather that the

"flowering" of American arts and sciences after a generation of massive immigration was

a testament to the immigrants' enrichment of American culture. He asked:

Can it be that the freshness, the candor, the poignancy and

beauty as well as the strangeness of this flowering have no

relation to the contrasted doctrines and disciplines of the

communities living in the land, nourishing one another's

spirits through mutual contagion? (230)

Although the voices of Addams and Kallen were largely lost in a sea of

"Americanization", tenets of cultural pluralism and the importance of reconnecting

schools with immigrant homes would be put into practice by school leaders such as

Leonard Covello.

When he became principal at Benjamin Franklin High School in East Harlem,

Covello worked to bring parents and community members into the school and take the

school to the community. Franklin High was open twenty-four hours a day, seven days a

week, effectively serving as a center of community life. The school respected the
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diversity of the East Harlem community, and Covello understood the importance of being

able to communicate in the languages of the immigrant students and their families:

The bilingual teacher is a necessity in our schools. I myself

speak English, French, Spanish, and several Italian dialects,

and have a working knowledge of German...We had a

dozen other teachers equally at ease with the different

languages of our students. The importance of this cannot

be overstressed. It helped gain us the confidence of the

boys. It set us on an equal footing with the mothers and

fathers. We were not separate, off somewhere in a world of

our own, unapproachable to the man, woman or child who

could not speak English. How often have I seen the

lightning joy on the face of a dubious immigrant parent

when he hears the sound of a familiar tongue! How many

barriers crumble before the shared language! (266—267)

Covello was determined to bridge the gulf that often separated immigrant families from

the life of school. Moreover, he sought to bridge the differences that sometimes gave rise

to racial and ethnic strife in East Harlem. With students from Ben Franklin, Covello

would tour the neighborhood, talking with its diverse members, advocating solidarity,

"for the necessity of all people sticking together in the fight for a better life" (223). Often

his most tempestuous encounters were with Italian Americans:

One group of younger Italian workmen argued against the

Puerto Ricans coming into the neighborhood and working

for less wages. "They're not like us. We’re Americans. We

eat meat at least three times a week. What do they eat?

Beans. So they work for beans. That's why we have

trouble here. " I asked them, "What do you think your

parents ate when they came to America? You don't want to

remember. I was there. Pasta efasul, " I said. "Beans and

macaroni--and don't forget it. Don't forget that other people

used to say the same things about your mothers and fathers

that you now say about the Puerto Ricans" (223)

Despite the poverty and desperation that often characterized life in East Harlem, Covello

remained convinced that the through the school and education, solutions could be found

to the problems of each generation of new Americans.



73

II I I I' [I .

The educational journeys of Richard Rodriguez and Leonard Covello offer a

useful framework for examining important issues in the education of new Americans.

There are some striking differences in the importance they place on learning from and

within immigrant communities, yet interesting similarities in their struggles to define who

they are as Americans.

Home Language and Culture

Rodriguez grew up in a neighborhood where only his family spoke Spanish.

Once his parents became convinced by school personnel that they should speak English

in the home with the children, Richard's home language environment was fundamentally

changed, and his community was the larger gringo world; he makes the logical decision

to pursue a public identity in that world and leave behind the limitations of a broken

English home. Covello's story, largely unfolding in a working-class, multiethnic urban

setting, is about the importance of school as a center for the community, where students

of many languages and cultures can come together in the process of becoming

Americans, and transforming America. In Rodriguez' story, the scenes of which vary

from the middle-class neighborhood of his childhood to exclusive parties in Bel Air,

school is presented more as the means for individual mobility, a place where someone

given the right tools can succeed in mass society and achieve a public identity. Having

been himself educated in an immigrant school, Covello realized that English was

necessary, but that the school's familiarity with a child's home language and culture

would ease the child's learning, and open lines of communication with parents. For this

reason there were several bilingual teachers on his staff at Benjamin Franklin.

Educational research since the 19708 has returned to themes raised in Covello's

W,suggesting that the home language and cultural practices of

non-dominant cultural groups are rich in meaning and valuable for the education of their

children, and, some insist, for all members of society. Heath (1983) reflects the concerns
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of many researchers by calling upon teachers to recognize that language differences exist

between the "ways" words are used at school and at home, and to try to provide

scafi‘olding that will allow students from non-dominant groups to build on the language

skills they already have, and learn the "ways" of school. Unfortunately, the educational

success stories of immigrant children such as Covello and Rodriguez cannot erase the fact

that historically a disproportionate number of immigrant and minority language students

are placed into lower tracks and special education classes (Oakes, 1986). For students,

this signifies unequal educational opportunity, and leads inevitably to lower status jobs.

However, it has been suggested by Ogbu (1982, 1991) that some cultural

minorities may have an easier time adapting to the dominant culture in school than others.

He distinguishes between "voluntary" minorities, such as immigrants who chose to come

to the United States and tend to place more value on and trust in schooling, as a way to

make it in the new country; and "involuntary" minorities, such as African Americans,

many Mexican Americans and Native Americans, who were forced into the US. social

system by means of slavery, war and conquest. Involuntary minorities tend to view their

options as already limited by society, and schooling as a waste of time-in effect, they

often adopt a "resistance" stance towards school (see also Anyon, 1995). For such

involuntary minorities, occasional educational "success" for a few individuals often leads

to alienation from both their own cultural group and the dominant culture, relegating

them to the no-man's land of the Rodriguez' "scholarship boy".

A question arises, however: Just how "voluntary" are the experiences of many

immigrants relocating to the United States? What have been the range of choices that

they entertain? Did the Irish of the 1840's, for example, choose to immigrate to America,

or did the potato famine and massive starvation choose for them? When facing the

alternative of continued lives of grinding poverty, is it surprising that many from the

south of Italy, such as Covello's family, chose the uncertainty of the tenements of New

York? When faced with the choice between genocidal regimes, the brutality and squalor
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of refugee camps, and the move to a strange land and culture, is it surprising that refugees

such as the Hmong have opted for the latter? The choice of these and many millions of

immigrants have been reluctant, at best, and such reluctance must be accounted for in

Ogbu's typology.

Portes and Rumbaut (1990) make a useful distinction between four types of recent

immigrants to America, and their relationship to schools and education: Labor migrants,

by the nature of their migratory labor, their poverty and their often-times undocumented

status, have fewer educational opportunities to offer their children; the vast majority of

refugees also live in poverty, and although many refugee parents have few of the

linguistic or cultural tools valued by the dominant culture, many see education as the

means for their children to live a better life; professional and entrepreneurial immigrants,

on the other hand, can offer their children access to better educational opportunities

because of their own significant educational and/or economic resources. Thus, in many

ways children of labor migrants and refugees, despite any parental wishes for their

educational advancement, are more likely to find themselves in urban and rural schools

that are poorly-equipped to handle their linguistic, cultural and educational needs. Some,

like Covello and Rodriguez, achieve success; others, like many youths among involuntary

minorities, become alienated from the school as well as the home.

School as a Bridge

What Covello and Rodriguez share is a belief that anyone can succeed through

education, yet also a yearning for the lost family ties which often accompany educational

success. Rodriguez' story illustrates that minority children can, indeed, be given the

"cultural capital" to succeed by schools, yet the success of such "scholarship boys" seems

largely material, and rather hollow: Despite his love for them, he can no longer

communicate with his parents. The silence of Richard's father at family gatherings is

paralleled by the increasing silence between Leonard and his father. Although these

immigrant parents advocated education for their children, and encouraged them in their
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studies as best they could, they are largely left by the wayside, silent, as their sons

advance in their careers. Covello, at least, realizes that this gulf between immigrant

children and their parents must be bridged, somehow, and he makes an effort to involve

parents in the school, and engage students in service to the immigrant community.

The quandary teachers who work with non-dominant groups face, according to

Gee (1990), is how to recognize and honor the "discourse communities" of students while

at the same time giving them the tools to operate in the dominant discourse community,

what Delpit (1987) refers to as "the rules of power." Gee advocates that teachers teach

students to "make do" in the dominant discourse, learning the literacy tools that will

allow them to participate effectively in the larger society without requiring them to

"reject" their own community. These educational researchers are, in Gibson's (1988)

terms, suggesting that immigrants can adapt to the dominant culture without being forced

to assimilate; that they need not be forced into dichotomies such as Richard Rodriguez'

public and private identities.

Important research on the relationship between schools and minority language

communities draws on Vygotsky's (1978) cognitive theories, which suggest that the

young learn about the world through interaction with more knowledgeable members of

the community and culture, and that meaning is socially constructed and mediated

through language. Moll and Greenberg (1990) extend Vygotskian theory to argue that

funds ofknowledge «valuable resources for everyday living--are exchanged among the

immigrant home and community, and that these "funds" are indispensable resources for

schools. Moreover, Moll and Greenberg argue that connecting schools with the homes of

minority language students will give students and teachers new learning opportunities:

We are convinced that teachers can establish, in systematic

ways, the necessary social relations outside classrooms that

will change and improve what occurs within the classroom

walls. These social connections help teachers and students

to develop their awareness of how they can use the

everyday to understand classroom content and use

classroom activities to understand social reality (345-346).
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In important ways, the research of Moll and others recovers the resources existing in

immigrant communities that Leonard Covello and other educators of a previous

generation had once mined.

How best do we prepare young people with the skills necessary to participate in a

dominant culture and language which may be very different from their own? Reading the

lives of immigrant children such as Leonard Covello and Richard Rodriguez remind us of

the importance of learning English as well as important tenets of American culture, if

immigrants wish to succeed academically, socially and economically in the United States.

However, their lives also poignantly illustrate that when immigrant children reject their

native language or culture, serious family and societal consequences may result. Caught

up in the identity crisis of who we are as Americans, educational practitioners and

policymakers often overlook the unique contributions which the life stories of the new

Americans can provide. A better understanding of how new Americans see themselves,

the schools, their communities, and the American society could help to break

policymakers of their dependence on the two—dimensional images of immigrants handed

down from the past. Moreover, a better understanding of the lives and learning of

immigrants could help educators better teach diverse children with a respect for their

cultural and linguistic backgrounds while fostering a common identity as Americans.

Lives within Communities

In interesting ways, these two immigrant stories address themes of individualism

and communitarianism running through the American experience. Rodriguez' narrative

presents the quintessential American individual who works hard, loses something of his

past, but gains freedom and the ability to create his own future. Covello's narrative, on

the other hand, is about the importance of community. Historians Tyack and Hansot

(1982) portray Covello the educator as a "community organizer":

His ideal was a school that was community—centered, rather

than subject-centered or child-centered. And he used the

school, its students and staff, as an agency for organizing

the people of East Harlem to improve their lives (208).
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Rodriguez' autobiography illustrates that individual hard work, initiative and creativity

are worthy characteristics to encourage in schools. Nevertheless, if educators seek to

forge a community and a society that is more than the sum of its parts, and to challenge

reform efforts that continue to ignore the needs of many Americans for social and

economic justice, important lessons can be learned from Covello's community-centered

education in East Harlem.

The lives of Covello and Rodriguez also illustrate ways in which immigrant

children are transformed by their experiences in America, but also how they contribute to

American society. Rodriguez, as a writer and critic of education and culture, suggests the

importance of all children achieving a public identity as Americans. Covello as a

teacher, curriculum innovator, principal and community leader, suggests that by valuing

the languages, cultures and ideas of the pluribus, educators can find ways to create unity

within schools and communities.

The autobiographical writings of Covello and Rodriguez remind us as well that

immigrant parents are often marginalized not only by the larger society, but by their own

children's public "success." Leonard recounts how he eventually lacked the words to

communicate with his father. Richard tells of how, when he would come home from

college, it was a struggle to make conversation with his parents sound anything more than

an interview. The voices of mothers and fathers soon are silenced, as the young men

make their way in America.

If we believe that meaning is socially constructed, that funds of knowledge exist

in immigrant homes and communities, and that parents are the primary educators of

children, it is necessary for us to hear again the voices of immigrant parents. What are

their learning experiences? What values do they hold, and how do these values influence

their children's education? What contributions are they making to America, and the next

generation of Americans? When the voices of parents are missing from immigrant
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autobiographies, a role is created for the narrative inquirer to present such voices, in the

beauty of their own words whenever possible, in life history and biographical texts.

I have written the life history of Shou Cher, an adult Hmong refugee in America,

in order to bring such a parental voice into a dialogue about the role of education and the

meaning of being American. Part Two of this study chronicles Shou's lifetime of

learning. In a prelude to his life, Shou describes a violent encounter with America that

has shaped his subsequent educational experiences. Chapters three through six recount

Shou Cher's educational journey from Laos to the United States, his adoption of

evangelical Christianity, his relationships within his family and across generations, and

his efforts to make peace between communities, schools, and family members, and

between himself and America.

Reading the life of Richard Rodriguez provides us with a personal lens on the

present, a time when programs designed to support members of minority groups, such as

bilingual education and affirmative action, are being reconsidered or eliminated entirely.

It is a time when many Americans believe that individuals must learn to take care of

themselves, and depend no longer on government support for their difference. Reading

the life of Leonard Covello provides a personal lens on America's past, a time and a place

where the school worked actively to build a strong community out of a variety of ethnic

enclaves, a community of individuals who would support each other, and appreciate the

differences that made them strong. Writing the life of Shou Cher provides us with the

opportunity to consider the past, present and future of a member of our diverse society, to

acknowledge once again the role of the community, as well as the individual, in the

educational process, and to hear the voices and learn from the lived experiences of some

of the newest Americans, the Hmong.



Part Two: A Hmong American Life History



Prelude to a Life History: The Shooting

My days are swifter than a runner;

They flee away, they see no good.

They go by like skiffs of reed,

Like an eagle swooping on the prey.

- The Book of Job, 9:25-26

On a cold November night in 1994 Shou Cher, a Hmong refugeefrom Laos,

finishes his shift as a pizza delivery driver, picks up his wife and daughter, and drives to

the convenience store around the cornerfrom his home. The store is on Michigan

Avenue, a busy one-way street which cuts through a tough northside neighborhood in

Windigo, Michigan. There are no windows in the store. Outside, on the grim brick

exterior, is a sign posted, "No loitering. Ten minute parking only. Violators will be

towed. " Across the side street is a rib joint. 0n the opposite corner, across Michigan, is

a gas station. Next to the convenience store is a block ofapartments whose narrow, dark

windows remind one ofa prison. Inside, the store contains the limited selection of

overpricedfood items one customarilyfinds in inner city neighborhoods. Savefor the

unsmiling clerk and two teenage girls, Shou is alone in the store. He paysfor his milk

and heads back to the car. As he prepares to get in,four shots ring out behind him. Shou

Cher, who has survived a war that annihilated one-third ofhis people and years spent in

a dangerous, squalid camp in Thailand, has been gunned down in the "land of

opportunity." He describes this pivotal incident ofhis American experience, and his

thoughts andfeelings at that time.

I remember that the time was 8:30pm, and I put my two sons into their room

because they were stubborn. So I said, "You stay in your room until I come back!" Then

I and my wife and the little girl went to the store. In the parking lot there wasn't any car

except mine. There were not many people in the store, just two girls who were before

me, so they paid for what they wanted and they came out fast. So I paid for my bottle of

milk and I came out. I opened my door, and I lifted up my seat, and I put the gallon of

80
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milk behind the seat, and I pushed it back. And as I was turning to sit down, I heard the

gunshots, four times, fiom behind me. And my mind told me to sit down fast, in case the

bullet came straight. So I did. And when I sat down, I already had gotten shot, in the soft

spot in my upper hip, and the bullet almost came through the skin in front, in the upper

part of the stomach. So I fell down, sort of sitting and sort of falling down.

I told my wife, "Somebody shot me."

She said, "You're kidding."

"No, I'm not kidding."

My hands were holding the place where the bullets came through, and I showed

her my hands, and there was blood in my hands, so she believed, and she yelled, and she

went to the store and called for help.

The police came about two minutes after I got shot. And they asked me questions,

and I was not able to answer them. I did not use my mouth, because it was too weak to

say the words, I just made motions.

About two minutes after that the ambulance came.

They asked me, "Are you all right?"

"No, I am not all right. No. No."

Then they hurried up and put me on the stretcher. You know, when they stretched

me straight, I almost passed out. Because in a sitting position I felt better, and they

stretched me laying down, and it got worse. About that time I said to myself, suppose I

do not make it. I was not able to tell my two sons, whom I put in the bedroom that you

can come out. You know, because I put the two in there and said stay here until I come

back. Suppose that I did not have the time to tell them to come out? I might never have

the chance to talk to them again.

At that time, I promised to God: "Dear God. If I made some mistake that caused

this to happen to me, forgive me."
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I said, "Dear God, if you want me to live on, I will live on. And whatever you

want me to do, I'll do it. But I need your help to recover from this."

And I said, "Dear God, if I do not make it, receive my spirit into your hands."

That's how I prayed. And everything happened at the same time, one thing after

another. So they put me in the ambulance, and I asked for a pillow, and they said, "No,

you are OK with this."

"You're OK. "

They told the driver to drive west on Michigan--the wrong way. Because that was

the fastest way to the hospital. And it took about two minutes to arrive there. And then

the men took me inside the emergency room and there was the nurse who I used to be a

translator for. So she screamed, "Oh, he's one of our translators!" She screamed, and

then everyone came right away! And they just tore me apart, someone held my hand,

someone held my head, someone held my legs, someone tore my clothes. And it got

worse. And I almost was killed by that time, too. They were putting the tube into my

nostrils, it was terrible. Everything was terrible. And my strength was reduced. And

they asked me if I was OK, and I said, "No. "

"I'm not OK."

Then my wife said, "I'm such a simple person--what can I do?"

I said, "Go and talk to Pastor Lor," who was one of my fiiends, and who lives in

Detroit. "Go and make a phone call and so you guys can pray for me."

And she said, 'Suppose that I do not get back?‘

I had no answer for her.

So she left, and immediately the surgeon came, and they demanded that I go,

because I heard the nurse say, 'Hurry up! Go!’ And they just rushed me through and went

to the surgery room.

I asked the doctor, "Doctor, I would like to pray my last prayer." Then I prayed

again.
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I said, "Doctor. Suppose that I do not make it. Tell my wife to love the children."

He said, "Don't worry. You'll make it. "

Then he said, "Are you ready?"

I said, "Yes, I am ready." And that is all I heard.

The next thing I heard, one of the pastors who was my friend called my name.

And he said, "Can you hear what I say?" I could not answer, because I was so weak. So

I made the motion, Yes. Someone told me that I was unconscious for four or five hours.

At that time I was still in intensive care so just two people could see me at any

one time. I had so many friends see me that I could not sleep at all! Which is good, but I

could not sleep. Yeah. So the nurse said, "You go! And he can sleep!" I'd love them to

stay, but I could not sleep! There was very much support. Many of the pastors from

around the country called me and supported me in a lot of things. The district

superintendent for my area called and he supported me and sent a representative to visit

me. So everything went well at that time. I had a lot of help from my family, too. My

mother was in St. Paul, Minnesota at that time, where my youngest sister lives, and my

brother-in—law, too. They heard about the shooting immediately, because my wife called.

So they even wanted to go to the airport and fly to see me right away if they had the

chance. They supported me so much. They came and they stayed the whole week, and

my mother stayed for the whole two months.

The people in the neighborhood supported me so much, too. I didn't know them

very well. But they know me quite well, just because I am the one with the family with

the most children, and of course, my children and their children go to the same school,

and when they talk to me, I talk to them, and when they ask me questions, I answer them.

Besides, the police officer who works in this area, he mentioned the shooting to the

neighborhood. Also, the sergeant-major of the police department came to visit me a

couple of times. He came to talk to me, too. He mentioned that if I would like help, they

would ask the neighborhood to help, and they helped a lot. Some of them brought
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mattresses, couches, food and Christmas items. I should say, talking about Christmas

presents, that year was the most that we have seen. In these things you need someone to

encourage you. And the encouragement really helps.

I believe it was the first day, because I was still in the intensive care room.

Someone was calling me, and I just opened my eyes, and someone was holding me, and

said, "Mr. Cher?"

And then I saw Rachel, and another person, Diana. And they introduced

themselves. Diana was the principal, and Rachel, who I knew better. They were

working in the school that my children go to. And they visited me.

So, I said, "Oh, I forgot to fill out the application for a job as bilingual aide in the

schoo ."

They said, "No! Don't worry! We'll save the job for you! That job is yours!"

So, I think that they had mercy in that, too.

You know, by that time, so many terrible things had happened to my family.

Before I got shot, I and my wife already made a decision to resign as pastors. We just did

not have the paper to resign, but we already made the decision. Because our income, our

way, our encouragement, everything was low. So we said, that's the bottom. We'll stop.

Maybe God does not choose us for this. So we were ready to stop. But for the shooting, I

put my hope in God, only, and some of the church helpers, too, they helped me a lot.

And I could not stop, so I. had to go on.

But after I came from the hospital, the first week, I'm gonna tell you what I

thought.

I said:

There isn't any solidplace,

any place ofpeace on Earth.

There isn't.

I stayed in the hospitalfor two weeks.

I disown that place.

The hospital is not my place.

They said:

You can go home.
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And I don't have a home to go to.

This house I live in is not my house.

Not my home.

I live by the money.

This place belongs to someone else.

It's not my house.

I don't belong to this Earth.

Besides, I am scared.

I do not know if

the next day I will get shot again.

I don't trust going outside.

I do not know how I should live.

I do not want to stay by the window.

I don't want to live in this area.

I don't want to live anywhere.

I don't belong to this Earth.

Five days after I got shot,

My motherfell on the cement sidewalk.

And all herface got bruised and scratched.

She does not know why.

And that even brought me lower.

I said,

Why did that happen?

And when I came back

her mouth was still kind ofswollen,

herface was still bruised and scratched.

And I said,

Oh no.

Why me?

Why me?

My mother also said,

This Earth does not belong to us.

We do not belong to this Earth.

The only good thing we experienced at that time

is when we said,

We don't belong to the Earth.

We belong to Heaven,

where we should go.

And we should keep going until we are there.

Since that time my thoughts have changed. The only thing is that I cannot resign

the ministry because of this: I got shot. I should say, I got killed, and God saved me

because he might have that purpose for me to go on, and he helps me a lot, and the

neighborhood helped me, I do not know why. I cannot give up the ministry, no matter
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how much I suffer. I cannot give up. The only thing that is still in my mind is that you

should not give up. So that is why I am still here today.



Year

18608

18908

1917

1954

1960

1961

1965

1968

1969

1970

1972

1973
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Table 4

Life History Chronology1

War and destruction in the southern provinces of China. Choua Pe Tung, Shou

Cher's great—great-grandfather, leads a large group of Hmong south into Laos.

France gains control of the opium monopoly in Southeast Asia.

First leader of the Hmong Chao Fa, "Angel of the Sky" movement leads an

insurrection against the French colonial authorities in Southeast Asia.

Defeat at Dien Ben Phu spells the end of French colonial rule in Southeast Asia.

Division of Vietnam into north and south.

Royalist, communist and neutralist factions jockey for power in Laos. Vang Pao,

general in the Royal Lao Army, offers Hmong support for the American CIA's

"secret war" against communism in Southeast Asia. Over the next several years

Vang Pao's troops are used to interrupt the flow of troops and supplies along the

Ho Chi Minh Trail, which runs through Xieng Khouang Province in Laos.

Shou Cher born in Luang Prabang Province, Laos. American and Russian

military involvement in the struggle for power in Laos. Over one hundred

thousand Hmong evacuated from their villages in Xieng Khouang Province

because of the widening conflict.

Gulf of Tonkin Resolution signals the expansion of American military presence in

Vietnam.

Shou Cher is learning to hunt, fish and help with the family farm. In Vietnam the

Tet Offensive marks the beginning of the end for American military forces in

Southeast Asia. In Laos, Vang Pao's forces come under heavy attack near Long

Chieng.

At its peak strength, Hmong "secret army" numbers 40,000. Over 60,000 North

Vietnamese operating in Laos.

For the first time, the American public learns of American military involvement in

Laos.

Seventy percent of all American air strikes in Southeast Asia aimed at targets in

Laos, mostly within Xieng Khouang Province.

The Geneva Peace Accords signal an end to US. military involvement in

Southeast Asia. An agreement is reached between the warring parties in Laos,

specifying the withdrawal of all foreign military forces.

 

1 This chronology of important events in the life history of Shou Cher is intended as a reference for the

reader. A fuller narrative and important themes in Shou Cher’s life history are explored in this and the

following chapters.



1975

1976

1978

1979

1980

1982

1983

1985

1986

1987

1990

1992

88

Chronology (continued)

The Lao People's Democratic Republic is proclaimed. The last Americans leave

Long Chieng airbase. General Vang Pao is officially relieved of duty, and he and

some of his lieutenants are flown to Thailand. Several months later, these first

Hmong refugees are resettled in the United States. Members of Vang Pao's army

systematically rounded up by the new authorities in Laos and sent to "seminars"

in reeducation camps, where many die from malnutrition and forced labor.

Fearing reprisals because of their support for the Americans, thousands of Hmong

flee to Thailand on foot in the next few years.

Hmong village life is undergoing political, social and economic reorganization as

a result of new government policies. Shou Cher suggests to his father that the

family leave for Thailand, but his father rejects the idea at this time.

Shou Cher gains his father's blessing for his plan to relocate the family to

Thailand. Shou crosses the border with a group of villagers, arrives in Nam Yao

camp, and takes a course in photography.

Shou Cher returns to Laos with the "resistance" and helps his family and other

villagers make the journey to Thailand. They join thousands of other Hmong,

together with hundreds of thousands of Vietnamese, Cambodians, and Lao, who

are entering refugee camps along the Thai border.

Shou Cher meets his wife, Mai, at Sop Tuang refugee camp. He begins studying

English and the Bible with the missionaries, and teaching Hmong language

lessons at the missionary school. Shou is unable/unwilling to attend the spirit

ceremony following his father's death, and a religious rift separates him from

some members of his family. Mai has a miscarriage.

Shou Cher and Mai's eldest son, Sammy, is born. Shou begins preaching in

Phanat Nikhom camp, a refugee processing center near Bankok. Some months

later, Shou, Mai and other members of their family arrive in Chicago. Shou

begins working the first of a series of low-paying jobs and continues to participate

with the evangelical church.

Mai Jia is born in Chicago. Shou has a dream that leads to his decision to join the

ministry and attend school in Milwaukee.

Mai, alone in her living room, gives birth to Paj Huab. Shou begins the second

year of his ministerial training in Milwaukee.

Yisay born.

Joshua born. Shou completes his ministerial program. He continues to teach

Sunday school and occasionally preaches.

Rebecca born. Shou takes his family and his ministry to Windigo, Michigan.

Gong Wendy born. Shou works odd jobs and continues trying to build the

ministry.



1994

1995

1996
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Chronology (continued)

In November Shou Cher is shot at a convenience store near his home. He receives

support from fellow ministers, neighbors, and the directors of Horace Kallen

School, who ask him to join them as a bilingual assistant and Hmong community

liaison.

Former Hmong soldiers and American military and intelligence officers meet in

Colorado to commemorate Hmong support of the US war effort in Southeast

Asia, and the Hmong presence in America.

Shou continues his work with the ministry and with Kallen School and begins

evening classes towards his high school diploma. On weekends he commutes to

preach with two different Hmong congregations across the state.



Chapter Three: ABixenlntheMmurtains

One day, the Hmong and their neighbors had a dispute over

ownership of land. The King ordered both parties to depart

at nightfall and to return before sunrise. He decreed that

each would be the owner of the land they had traveled over

during the night. The party that did not return on time

would have to remain at the place where the rising sun

caught them traveling.

At daybreak, the Hmong found themselves on a high

mountain...

_ "Why thc Hmong Live on Mountains" (Livo and Cha.

1991)

The history of the Hmong people can be traced back at least five thousand years.

Over time the Hmong have wandered, or been driven, southward through China, from the

fertile river valleys to the harsher environment of the high mountains. Centuries of

struggle with the Chinese empire climaxed in the so-called "Miao" Rebellion in Guizhou

Province from the 18508 to the 18708. The rebellion ended with a province destroyed,

millions reported dead, and the Hmong people serving as scapegoats for the wider

peasant revolt against high taxes and the injustices of the central government. To

preserve their lives and their freedom, many Hmong moved southwards, into Vietnam,

Laos, Thailand, and Burma. 1 In a brief overview to the Hmong's long history of struggle

and relocation, Trueba and Zou (l994:3) ask: "What would make us think that the

(Hmong)--after centuries of migration--have retained an ethnic identity, a sense of

peoplehood?" Shou Cher's narrative reminds us that stories shared from generation to

generation are an important source of cultural identity, especially so within an oral culture

such as the Hmong.

How far back does an individual's life history go? What incidents should be

included, and which should be left out? One of the ways I have come to understand the

 

lForaverygoodanalysrsottlrerebellronrnGurzhou,andtheroleoftheHmongpeopletherein see

Jenks, R., 1994. : . .

Honolulu: University of Hawaii Plass.
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education of Shou Cher is by examining his reflections on the history of the Hmong

people, as told to him in his childhood; the many skills he learned as a child in a remote

mountain village; his knowledge of people, learned through interactions with family

members, villagers, soldiers, guerrillas, and missionaries; and the intense thirst for

knowledge and understanding of the world which led him to books, photography,

language classes, and ministry.

This chapter's title, "A River in the Mountains," is doubly significant: On the one

hand, it represents the historical-geographical context of Shou Cher's story, which begins

in oral traditions concerning the driving of the Hmong people out of the fertile valley of

the Yellow River in China, and into the mountains; and more recently, the story of

thousands of Hmong who fled the mountains of Laos and made the dangerous crossing of

the Mekong River to refugee camps in Thailand. On the other hand, the mountains are

symbolic for the solid foundation of Shou's knowledge in the history and culture of his

people, while the river, fed by countless springs and streams, represents the variety of

sources that have contributed to his lifetime of learning.

The Setting

The Chers live in a brown, aging two-story rental on the northwest side of

Windigo. As I park in the street, Mai Cher pulls up and maneuvers around me into the

driveway. Two or three children have come out on the porch to greet her, and another

two children follow her out of the car. I introduce myself, and we shake hands. She is an

attractive woman, not quite five feet tall, with dark hair, brown eyes and a bright smile.

She asks me to please come inside. The outer vestibule is filled with several pairs of

women's shoes on a rack, coats of various sizes hanging, boots, and other odds and ends.

When I enter the inner door Shou Cher gets up from a nearby table and greets me, saying,

"Are you Don?" He is a handsome man in his mid-thirties, with dark hair, bright eyes,

and a lively, expressive face. I find myself in the presence of someone with a special

vitality and warmth. He invites me to sit down on a used sofa in a large living room
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which is lined with oversized furniture featuring a view of the street and a raised shelf for

the big screen TV. Shou sits down next to me. Several children are moving on the stairs

to our right and in and out of the room.

A little later I go upstairs to use the bathroom. There is peeling, blue paint on the

walls of the upper hallway, and animated voices coming from behind the closed door to

the children's room . The place looks unfinished, as if someone were in the middle of

repairs. In the bathroom a few errant cockroaches run along the ceramic surface of the

tub.

Mai reenters the house without my ever noticing that she had left. With her are

two of the older children as well as Alfred Lee, whom I am surprised to see in the Cher

home: A few months earlier I had interviewed him and other members of his family

before they moved to the north. Evidently, Alfred was going to follow through with his

plan to remain behind in Windigo to finish high school. Shou introduces me to the

children, and tells Sammy, his eldest son, that I'll be coming around and can help him

with his homework. Sammy and Alfred carry what looks to be a 50 pound sack of rice

into the kitchen. Soon I smell rice cooking through the door.

Mai brings out a tray with coffee, cups, sugar, and cream for Shou, herself, and

me. Later Shou and I repair to the small table near the entrance to record some of the

family history.

The Ancestor

When I asked Shou Cher if he had heard stories about the Hmong and how they

came out of China, he said:

"My great-great-grandfather was a marshal from China. He was a representative

of the governor in Laos. He fought the war back in China and escaped with a group of

people to Laos. And he was famous. My father always told us, and relatives always told

us that our great-great-grandfather was a great one! His name was Choua Pe Tong."
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"My great-great-grandfather would sometimes call on the Thunder Angel. Here

in the United States you just call it thunder and lightning. You have the thunder. But

American people don't believe that there is an Angel or Supernatural Power up there with

the thunder. But to the Hmong people, they believe that the thunder is not just scientific.

It's not. There is something supernatural in it. So my great-great grandfather could call

the Thunder Angel to help him, if necessary. And he did. He would call, and the Thunder

Angel would appear right away, no matter how sunny it was. Also, rain would appear

right away to fight the war. That's what happened to my great-great grandfather. I didn't

see it, but that's what they say! "

For the Hmong of Laos, the earth, water and sky were filled with living spirits

who could be called upon for aid, or who could punish the transgressor and the foolish.

The thunder angel was one such powerful spirit. Called upon for aid in war, this spirit

would also punish those Hmong who broke certain taboos. Shou tells me, for example,

that if an adult Hmong were to drink breast milk, he would be struck dead by a bolt of

lightning.

Shou proudly recalls stories of Choua Pe Tong:

"I remember my father told me that when Choua Pe Tong settled in Laos, his

house was quite long. Compared to America here, his house could be as long as a block.

So, imagine how big his family was! So many people supported him. He was kind of

like a chief leader or chief soldier at that time. My father, my uncles and other relatives

always told me that he was a soldier-leader, a marshal. I can imagine how tough he was!

And when he came to Laos, he received a position as a representative of the governor.

Because he had the right, he had the authority to punish someone who disobeyed his

decisions, or discipline someone, for a whole region, for part of Luang Prabang

Province."

Though he recalls with clarity facts about an illustrious ancestor long dead, Shou

has little to say about his grandparents, whom he never knew. He says:
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"My father was isolated from his family when his wife died and he had to move

from my grandparents' area back to the north of Laos, to northern Luang Prabang

Province, where there were more people, so he could look for another wife. And he

found my mother to be his wife. So I have never seen my grandparents."

View from the Mountain

The Hmong had wandered southward into the mountains of Laos, yet they had

formed a strong relationship with the land. The land yielded up its bounty to the farmer

and the hunter. Shou grew up in a mountain village in the province of Luang Prabang, in

northwest Laos in the early 19603. He describes his family's livelihood in this way:

"We had a big farm, but not as big as in the United States. For our people, back at

that time, we didn't have just one kind of farm, we had a corn farm, we also had a rice

farm, we also had a poppy farm, and a sugar cane farm, too. They also raised livestock,

pigs, chickens, goats, horses. And some cows. Some raised ducks, too. Some of us sold

livestock of different kinds, but mostly it was just for themselves."

The mention of the "poppy farm" piques my interest. Opium was grown by the

Hmong for medicinal use and for trade. The Hmong had learned the difficult cultivation

of the opium poppy in China, and had found an ideal climate for the poppy in the

mountains of northern Laos. From the late nineteenth to the mid-twentieth century, the

French had a monopoly on the opium traded in Southeast Asia, and they were

instrumental in the expansion of Opium smoking dens throughout the region (Chan,

1994).

I ask Shou to tell me more about the poppies. Were they grown for medicinal

purposes? He replied:

"Opium is a medicine, if you know how to use it. I should say the number one

medicine in the world. But if you don't know how to use it, it kills your life. It does not

mean that you die right away, but it means that your life is going to be miserable. But it's

a number one medication. For example, if you cut your finger, somehow by accident,
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and you put the milk from the poppy on there, it heals, too. Anything you got, you have

illness, sickness, no matter what, you use the opium poppy and it helps, it heals, and that's

it. But after you are healed, you have to stop using it. You do not want to get addicted."

In analyzing the role of opium in his own family, Shou recognizes a very

powerful medicine as well as the danger of addiction: His father, who used opium to heal

members of the family, became addicted to Opium smoking as he treated a painful,

lingering illness of his own.

Shou recalls a tremendous amount of learning taking place in his youth as he grew

up in the mountain village of his home:

"I learned well. I learned how to harvest, I learned how to treat the farms, from a

very young age, I learned how to farm, make a farm--take totally jungle area and turn it

into farm, I learned how to do that. I believe even today I could still do it in the old

system."

We look at pictures of traditional Hmong farm implements in a book that I had

brought.2 I learned that Shou's father was a blacksmith, and he could make all of the

metal implements--sickles, axes, chisels, brooms, crossbows. Shou tells me that he is

familiar with the use and the making of most of these implements:

"I have used almost all of them. My cut here is because I used a crossbow." Shou

shows me a scar on his left wrist. "Because I was holding the piece of wood and I tried to

fix the hole and the knife was so sharp and it accidentally cut me. And I remember that

my father beat me for doing that, spanked me, and then he said, "You should be careful!"

And then he helped me to stop the bleeding. I was twelve years old, and at that time, by

that age, we knew how to use a crossbow.

"With the crossbow we hunted for anything flying, or anything related to mice,

squirrels, or birds. We even hunted for monkeys. But you had to put a wood poison on

 

2 The book was R009. P. and ROOP. 0.1990.WWW

Appleton, WI: Appleton Area School District.
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the arrow tip to kill the monkey . When you shot at the monkey, the monkey would not

run far. It would just fall down.

"We would hunt larger game with traps and guns. There were not that many

animals in the forest. There were deer, and even tigers. But we didn't hunt tigers much.

There were not too many, and in that area they were so dangerous. Fortunately we did

not have many tigers."

When I asked Shou how he learned how to hunt, he replied:

"We would go with someone once, and then you learned by yourself. And then

you helped someone else to learn, and help one another."

Though Shou himself did not travel more than a few days walking from his

village, wandering merchants would come to the mountains a few times each year,

providing young people like Shou with a glimpse of the towns and cities of the lowlands.

Shou says:

"I lived on top of the mountain, no town, no city. On the mountain top, every year

we had businessmen who would come by and they would trade for anything. They traded

clothes, soap, anything that we needed. They used the horses to carry those items

through our villages. And because we were on a mountain range, and it was so far

walking, about three hours, or even half a day, to reach another village and a lot more

people, almost every year the businessmen would come by at that time, and they would

sell and we'd buy. So they had a market there. The businessmen would go by themselves

to the lowlands, to the city, to get those things to sell.

"Personally, I didn't travel a lot. My father demanded that I not travel a lot. But I

traveled too, not very far. When I was a teenager, I was a boy who was a leader. I liked

to go ahead, go ahead. When I was younger I would go with someone, but as I got older I

led someone. Each year I would travel 3-5 times. The destination would be a few days,

walking."
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Shou reveals a certain nostalgia for the beautiful jungle that surrounded the

village of his youth:

"There was country-side music where I lived.

Back at that time,

in that area,

you would have loved the jungle!

When you were in the village it was kind ofhot, because

there weren't many trees.

But when you are going between the villages,

there were a lot oftrees and

under the trees there was lots ofshade.

It was kind ofcool,

and there were a lot of insects,

so there was a lot ofmusic”

Bird music and insect music ofall kinds!

Flowers bloomed where I grew up.

On top ofthe mountain where I lived

in the deep jungle, and elsewhere

there are very beautifulflowers on the trunks oftrees.

Almost the whole year around there areflowers

on any mountainside,

red or white,

purple or yellow.

1 bet you that

ifyou went there you would like it. "

In his youth Shou learned a great deal about the world of his ancestors, the world

of his village, and the world of nature. His strong connection to the past of the Hmong

people, crystallized in his stories of his heroic great-great-grandfather, would serve him

well in the future, when once again he and thousands of other Hmong were to embark on

a series of long journeys. Shou also shows an incredible resourcefulness in his ability to

understand and utilize disparate learning systems, tools and beliefs. As a youth he

learned the things necessary for his cultural environment "naturally," by observing others

and then doing it himself. In this way he became a proficient farmer and hunter. He was

fortunate to have a skilled craftsman for a father, and this is illustrated in the variety of

different tools he could make and use. Shou also reveals a great deal of knowledge about

the healing power of opium, "the greatest medicine in the world" As an adult he has

embraced the world of Western science and medicine, but he still retains respect for the

power of traditional practices and traditional beliefs in the spirit world.
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The World of Books

Interestingly, Shou Cher also understood the importance of more formal

educational endeavors. Although he only attended school one day, he learned to read and

write, in a most Lincolnesque manner, while working on his family's farm. He was fully

literate in Laotian and Hmong when he reached the Thai refugee camps, and this served

him well in his continuing education and employment.

Shou describes his one day in a village school in Laos:

"I stayed with my sister my first day I went to school. Everyone else was

working. I was so young that I couldn't work with the others. The farm was quite far,

too. I do not know why, but I happen to remember this event for my whole life.

"Back in Laos the teachers were too authoritarian. They had the right to punish

anyone they wanted. So I was scared of the teacher very much. The teacher was Hmong,

from another part of Laos. He did not do anything to me because he knew that my sister

just brought me to the school because we did not have someone to take care of me at

home." Shou speaks with great feeling as he remembers, "I was so scared and so

ashamed of myself, I did not do anything. I thought I was a hardship for my sister. That

is the only day of school that I remember. After that I did not go to school anymore.

Just for that one day. I was probably seven years 01 ."

However, Shou is quick to point out that his education continued outside of this

one day of formal education. He learned to read and write during his breaks from

working on the farm. He acknowledges the support of his older sister in this learning,

and recognizes also that she was an intelligent woman who was prevented from

advancing in a career because of established gender roles within Hmong culture:

"Only one day of school in Laos in a school building. But I also went to school in

a different system, a totally different system. I learned, though, but not the way you do in

a school building. Well, the same sister I told you about earlier, she graduated one grade

after another, and she went to Long Chieng base to serve as a military nurse; because she
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graduated from school very quickly and she was a good student. But, unfortunately, she

was a girl, and no one supported her much, and she could not go so far as a man or a boy

could.

"As time passed, we moved to a place where there was no school. So she came

back to stay with us for about three years. In that three years I and my brother attended

school from her-~not in a school facility, but she taught us when we were farming. When

me and my brother were ploughing, burning the woods, or any time likethat, from

morning to noon we would do that. Then at noontime the girls and my mother and my

sisters prepared food and brought it to us. And I and my brother had to study, and we

would study half an hour or an hour, and then we would go back to work. Then after

that, in the evening, we would come back from our work on the farm, then we would also

have the time again to study--about one hour. We did that for the whole year, and then

we completed the alphabet book of Lao. So we knew how to read, and we started to

write. And we memorized the stories, not like in the school system, but we had to read

them many times, many times! So we did. And we wrote. And that is when I lived on

the top of the mountain, and you did not have books or school supplies, nothing at all. So

when we burned the wood and the charcoal became soft, we used it as chalk. And we

used that to write on any boards or on flat stones. So we did that. And we also tried to

buy papers. So we did that for a couple of years, and then we escaped from that village,

and we came to another province they call Sayaboury and we came closer to a town or

city, where we could find a better system of study. So we continued! No one taught us

that we should continue. We just had to continue to read or write or find any book--so we

did. And luckily we just continued to learn."

One of the more fascinating aspects of Shou's discussion of his learning to read

and write outside of the school is the educational role played by his sister. The traditional

Hmong family was a patriarchy, and women's roles were well defined. Traditionally,

women would marry young and be heavily engaged in childrearing and agriculture. They
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neither served as authority figures nor participated in formal education. Walker-Moffat

(1995) states that even when schools were available to most Hmong children living in

refugee camps, girls typically dropped out after a few years. Considering this traditional

role, it is fascinating that Shou Cher's older sisrer not only completed her schooling in the

village, but pursued a nursing career in Long Chieng. Equally impressive is Shou's

acknowledgment that his sister was held back from promotion because of her gender:

"Unfortunately, she was a girl, and no one supported her much, and she could not go as

far as a man or a boy could." Perhaps Shou recognizes the debt he owes to this sister who

taught him and his brother how to read in the fields of their home.

The World Falls Apart

In 1959 the CIA, concerned about the growing communist insurgencies in

Southeast Asia, began seeking the support of the Hmong of Laos.3 The Hmong under the

leadership of General Vang Pao agreed to provide military support and to help build air

bases for the Americans near their villages. By the early 19608 the Americans and the

Russians were heavily arming the opposing factions within Laos, and war engulfed the

Hmong people in the north. As is usual in war, the fast casualty was the truth: Most

Americans were not told of US. involvement in Laos until 1970. What the Hmong were

told was that the American's would come to their aid should the war go badly.4 Shou

Cher was not yet born when the Hmong under the leadership of Vang Pao agreed to fight

with the Americans against communists in Southeast Asia. A decade and more of the

"secret war" in Laos left thousands of Hmong dead and dozens of villages destroyed,

especially in Xieng Khouang Province on the border with Vietnam. Shou Cher relates

 

3 There is evidence that the Americans became involved in opium trafficking in Southeast Asia, and that

Long Chieng base served as a collection site for heroin processing. Alfred McCoy documents Vang Pao's

involvementin the trade, including his establishment of a heroin lab at Long Chieng, and the use of

American helicopters to bring harvested opium into the base from outlying villages. See McCoy, A, 1991.

. .:Brooklyn,NY LawrenceHillBooks.

 

4ForamorecompletehrstoryoftherelatronshrpbetweentheAmencansandtheHmongrnLaos see

Hamilton-Merritt,J., 1993. =~ ) . = . =

1252:1222. Bloomington, IN: IndianaUniversityPress.
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that although his village in Luang Prabang was further removed from the conflict, the

effects of the war could be felt there:

”The war was not in our area. The war was in the northeast; there weren't very

many scary things where we were. But the war included everything, too. I say that

because all the people in our part of the country had to enlist to go to the war. And if you

didn't enlist, no matter. The village leader would catch you for the war. Age fifteen and

up. I know that my uncle went to the war because they caught him. The village leader

had the right, because he had been told to do that. I think they obeyed the government so

much that they just had to join. Others, because they were caught, and they had to

participate. But you know, you were on a side. Like me, I was on the side that was

friends with America, and then you had to fight your enemies. So we did. That was the

scary thing. We didn't hear the sound of fighting coming across the mountains or from

another village. No, we didn't hear that. But we heard that the war was this and that, and

that you had to go to the war. And that was a very scary thing, too. But we had war, too.

The real war was in Long Chieng or Xieng Khouang, but where we lived, in Luang

Prabang province, sometimes, we did not realize it, we heard that the war was just about

three days' walking away from you. That's a scary thing.

"I remember one time we had to escape and hide ourselves in the jungle or in the

cave for about two weeks. And that was because, just like I said, the war was around our

region. So we had to escape, we had to stay away, so we did. And we were lucky

because at that time it was just after the New Year, when we did not do anything, we just

had to relax and after about 30 more days we would go and begin another new farm. So

we stayed about two weeks out in the jungle. We could not come to the village because

the war was close by. Scary things. For people who go to school, if the war comes to

your country, you have to wait to learn, too. And then we all had to be careful and report

to the village guards, so that they would know and they would protect us. War is not so

good, but we had to protect the country.
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"My oldest brother got killed. Not by the enemy's shooting, but by participating

in the war. My oldest brother got killed by a land mine. In the evening they went out to

protect their base, and they went to lay mines. My brother was one of the ones who did

that. He was very talkative. When you (lay mines), you just go out and do it, and you

have to remember where you put it. Now in the morning, you will have to go back and

pick it up. So at night, when they put it there, each person just goes alone and does it, so

he remembers well. But in the morning, they went together, and take that one, and then

that one, and then that one. And they were good friends and they talked a lot. Then my

brother forgot where his mine was, so he got killed accidentally."

Shou lends me a videotape in which, he says, the American government

acknowledges its friendship of the Hmong. The video documents a gathering of former

soldiers of the Hmong "secret army," US. military and CIA personnel, and a few

government dignitaries in Boulder, Colorado, on July 4, 1995. At this event, marking the

twentieth anniversary of the arrival of the first Hmong refugees in America, General

Harry Aderholt, who supervised US. military action in Laos during the war, addressed

these words to the aging Hmong soldiers gathered together in their combat fatigues:

I want you to know that what my government did to your

people is inexcusable. Through all these years the CIA and

the State Department pressured you to increase your

activities in northern Laos. Your response was always

positive, irregardless of the terrible suffering you endured.

I saw you sacrifice your young men, your homeland, and

your fieedom. What did we do for you, our staunch, loyal

ally? We withdrew without ever looking back (quoted in

Thao and Lee, 1995).

When the last American troops left Saigon, Vientiane and Phnom Pen, they left

behind allies such as the Hmong. Their villages in Xieng Khouang Province were

largely destroyed. Their homeland in northern Laos was occupied by thousands of North

Vietnamese and Pathet Lao troops. The Americans, for whom they had tied up traffic on

the Ho Chi Minh trail, for whom they had built and protected air bases, for whom they
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had fought and died, were going home. The Hmong had no home to go back to, just a

long walk through the jungle to the uncertainty of Thailand and the future.

The New Village Order

See a tiger, you will die; see an official, you will be poor.

- Hmong proverb

With the proclamation of the Lao People's Democratic Republic in 1975 many

changes came to the Hmong villages. Old village leaders were replaced with new. Small

private farms were consolidated and collectivized. Traditional gender, family and

communal relationships were challenged. Free public education was extended to the

remotest mountain villages. "Seminars" were arranged for those who were unable or

unwilling to adapt to the new changes, and many never returned from their stays in the

reeducation camps (Hamilton-Merritt, 1994). When I asked Shou Cher how life

changed after the communist took over Laos in 1975, he replied:

"Totally changed. Totally changed. Something that I remember is that power

changed in the village. Before 1975 the village leader where I lived had the power to

decide what to do, or to judge, or to solve any problem that occurred within the

community. After 1975 the communists operated so differently. You, as the village

leader, were not in power. That's what they changed. The power belonged to all the

people. You don't own the power. If you said you owned the power, then you had to

"study." And "study" meant disappear forever. It meant never come back. You would

have to go to a "seminar," and you would never see that person again.

"So everything changed. Our economy changed. Back at that time we had to

cooperate, working on things together, and the economy was decided on by the

government! The whole village, we had to work in big fields. No matter that you

worked here a part, there a part. But one big field. You did not own a particular field for

yourself. That's what they did. And almost all of the mountain people--like the Hmong,

the Khmu, and some other tribes like the Yao, they did not like it very much. But they
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had to do it. If they didn't do it, they had to go to a "seminar," which means they would

never be back! (he laughs) And that happened very often.

"The fields belonged to the whole village, and that was because of the economic

system of communism. Some of this was good, too. Back before 1975, small villages or

top-of-the-mountain villages did not have the education system. After 1975, they

established a school system, schools for each 30-50 families. And we had night school,

we didn't have the day school. Every night you had to go to school, and in the daytime

you had to go to work.

"In these schools we studied the basics-writing, literacy. If you didn't go to

school, or you disobeyed the rules, then the teacher had the right to report to the village

leader, and he would report to the higher political leader. So if you disobeyed, you would

have to face the "seminar," too. Back at that time you could not leave your hair long like

this," Shou gestures to his own hair, which comes a bit below his ears, laughing. "They

would say, 'You cut your hair, or you go to seminar!”

"You say the village owned everything. Who decided who got what?"

"It was not successful. The first five years they forced people to collectivize but it

did not work. So people got hungry, and starved a lot. But they put things together, and

they changed the leader system. They liked you to work all together, and they divided

together, but it was not working. So they changed the system a little bit. And it was this:

I have a field, and you have to come and help me, cooperatively, working until mine is

finished. Then we will go all together to work with your field. And while farming, you

could dance, and have music. And someone danced, someone worked, and someone

cooked. And they did that. It was fun, but some wouldn't do what they were supposed to

do--they were dancing or they were singing, they weren't working!

"They tried that for awhile and it did not work. A lot of people in the country

tried that. And then they changed their system again. At that time, whatever you got

from your field, you gave a percentage to the government. If you had ten, you had to
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give one or two to the government. It was not working. Now they changed their system

again. I believe that now in Laos they work their fields, they can sell, they have the

economic right to do that, but if they sell livestock, then you have to give a percentage to

the government."

I ask, "What was it that made you leave the country?"

"We didn't like the government system. Because if you made a big mistake you'd

go to a seminar and never come back. The one thing was this: if you had ever worked

with the government before the communists came, and someone released that information

to the new government, then you would have to disappear. Now, village leaders, and

soldiers, those kind of people were considered the most dangerous.

"Another thing we did not like is that you had to share your family. What that

means is that, for example, if my wife wants to share her body with another man who

works with the government, as a soldier or something like that, she had the right to do

that. I don't have the right to stop her. OK? According to Hmong people, no, that's not

what we should do. I as a husband have the right to stop my wife from doing such things.

IfI don't have the right to stop it, I am not the man for her. So that happened to many

people. So, we didn't like the idea. Even if my wife likes to share her body with

someone else, no, I don't like it. That is the scary thing. If I don't like it, and if I stop it,

then I have to go to the seminar."

I question Shou whether the Hmong women were forced into sexual relations with

soldiers and government officials. His answer reveals a depth of understanding about the

traditionally low status of women in Hmong society:

"When a group of soldiers came to a village, they helped the ladies carry the water

from the river, they helped the ladies grinding rice, they helped the ladies go somewhere

to do this or that, and they showed so much respect. They would even call them "mother"

or something like that to honor them. By doing that, any lady would care for them, or fall

in love with them. Yes, that happened. And because her husband was the kind of person
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just to treat her commonly, they didn't have to be so good or so bad, then the other one

treats her so extra nice! Then she somehow is convinced."

I ask, "Were the communists actively trying to change the relationships between

men and women?"

Shou replies, "Yes. If I myself had been convinced to follow that policy, I would

do that, too. I would share my wife, and I would just go and share the other's wife. That

happened to some people. It did not happen to my village--yet. But it happened to some

people somewhere else, already.

"For Hmong people, the family relationship is very, very strict. And I think that is

the best way that we can live, and don't ever try to destroy it. That is what I think. You

as a husband should trust your wife, love your wife, and the wife should just submit to the

husband, and that is what you should do. If I am the husband, I have the right to

discipline my children and my wife the way that I think is good. If I discipline them

wrongly then the village leader had the right to tell me what to do, or my wife had the

right to go to her own family, and then she had the right to tell them, and they had the

right to put a restriction on me and the discipline between me and my wife. That is what

we keep, and that helps! But to say that you want to go anywhere and you want to say

goodbye, no. "

Evidently, the new order in Laos proved chaotic for Hmong village life. One can

imagine the consternation of a patriarchal society at the threat presented by the Laotian

government's encouragement of "wife-sharing" policies. Interestingly, Shou Cher shows

the flexibility to appreciate concepts from apparently disparate ideologies and beliefs.

Although he was not interested in participating in the "wife-sharing" practices

encouraged by the new Laotian authorities, he understands how such practices could be

attractive to some, particularly females whose spouses showed little respect for them.

Moreover, Shou acknowledges that the communist government in Laos brought schools

to all the villages, and not just for ideological study. The new government sent those who
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disobeyed to "seminars" from which they would never return. On the other hand, during

the war, Hmong village leaders sent fifteen year-olds to a war from which many would

never return. Clearly, the new communist government in Laos was challenging the

traditional economic, political, and family order, but it was also challenging the

imagination of young people like Shou. Unlike his parents, he is literate, and through

reading he gains a window onto the outside world. He, too, is a representative of a new

order.

The River

In 1973 the Paris Peace Accords signaled the end of American military

involvement in Southeast Asia. In Laos a peace agreement was signed between the

warring factions. Two years later, the Pathet Lao communists pressured the Laotian king

to send Vang Pao out of the country. As the Vietnam War came to an end, the North

Vietnamese Army and Pathet Lao closed in on Hmong strongholds in the north of Laos.

Vang Pao and several of his supporters were airlifted out of the airbase at Long Chieng,

but thousands of Hmong men, women and children were left behind to fend for

themselves, no longer with American support. Many died in a war of attrition carried out

by the new Lao People's Democratic Republic and their Vietnamese allies (Hamilton-

Merritt, 1993). Moreover, much of the high mountain agricultural system had been

destroyed in the war, and the Hmong faced an economically bleak future (Cooper, 1986).

In 1975 and the following years a vast exodus occurred as Vang Pao's soldiers and

their families, Hmong clan leaders, and all those who were either unwilling or unable to

live under communist rule left Laos for Thailand. The road was often treacherous, and

encounters with communist troops could prove disastrous. Moua Yang, another

community liaison at Kallen, walked twenty days through the jungle with his family to

the Mekong River, only to find it heavily guarded by government troops. They spent

three months wandering without food until they were able to find a safe place to swim

the river and reach Thailand. The crossing of the Mekong is the theme of countless
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Hmong pandau, or story cloths, which depict vivid scenes of this part of Hmong history.

Shou Cher relates that he and his family had the good fortune to cross the border in the

north, away from the watchful eyes of the communist regime in Vientiane:

"My friend in the Thai refugee camp said that if you made a pandau, and that

pandau created something like the story of the people who came from Laos to Thailand,

and were killed by the communist soldiers, and also killed by the Thai soldiers, when the

camp patrol saw that picture, they would grab it! Because that goes against the authority.

There was a group ofHmong who were leaving Laos.

They tried to cross the Mekong River

somewhere near Vientiane.

And the communist soldiers said

'Go ahead!

Ifyou don't want to stay,

Cross!

Go across!’

And ofcourse they wanted to cross it.

And so they came across.

And in the middle ofthe river

the soldiers shot.

And the Mekong River turned red with blood,

everyone was dying,

and it was terrible.

"For me, thank God, I'm lucky, but I did not cross the Mekong River. And we

came in a different direction, not by Vientiane. There were three hundred people in our

group. We went through the jungle, of course. We walked for ten days and ten nights.

On the sixth day it began to rain very hard and I got sick. Three days later we reached a

road, and then we came to Thailand. I was very sick when we crossed the border. And
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someone who came from Thailand to assist us, he carried my bag, so I could go through

and we came to Thailand. I just came myself first, then I could go back and bring my

family. So that's what happened to me."

"Like I said before, I was the kind of man who said, I want to go, so I did. But I

came with about three hundred people, almost a whole Hmong village. I and my cousins

or nephews, we went together, and we took about eight families with us. Before I left the

first time my older brother got married--because he had so many girlfriends! So he had to

marry, and he did. So I had the right to go anywhere, and of course my father trusted me.

So I left Laos, and my father still took care of the family, as he should.

"On my first trip to Thailand, I did some labor. I was obligated to carry

someone's items, clothes. I carried for them and they paid me for that. So when I came

to Thailand, I took a course. At that point it was photography. So I used all my money to

learn that course!" Shou laughs at the memory. "I learned how to manage, I learned how

to take photographs, I learned how to do the negatives, everything. I paid the whole

amount for that, and I graduated from that program. So when I went to Laos, I knew

what to do, I knew what to take pictures of, but I was not a journalist. I did not do that. I

took what I liked. So I have something to remem ."

Shou's wife Mai has been listening to our conversation, and she leaves the room

for a moment. When she returns, she brings two photos to the table. In one of the

photos, a much younger Shou stands in the midst of a poppy field with another young

man with shoulder-length hair. Each has a large white squash in one hand, and a rifle in

the other. In the second photo, Shou kneels in the foreground with the rifle aimed.

Standing on his right is his older brother, whose hair is shoulder-length. On his left is

another man, and their appears to be a woman behind him, in the background. Large

trees of the tr0pical forest appear in both photos.

I ask Shou why he and the other man are carrying rifles.
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"You could not go to Laos and carry weapons if you did not go with some kind of

political organization. So we went from Thailand to Laos as a revolutionary group. We

went under the refugee camp's leader, who was appointed by the Thai government. And

if you tell them that you go to Laos to fight communists, and if you ask for weapons, then

they would say, yes, you can. So these rifles were brought from Thailan ."

"Did you have to use the guns at all? Did you do any fighting when you were

going back and forth?"

Shou laughs. "No, we used them for hunting! That helps. Because if a soldier

challenges you, then you have to shoot him. But mostly we had to hide ourselves.

Because the only thing you want is not to fight anyone. You know that you don't have

the power to fight the whole country. You just have to protect yourself and bring your

family to Thailand. So that is what we did. But back at that time, officially, you didn't

have the right to bring people to Thailand. But you had to bring them, because you know

that you loved your family so much.

I notice that Shou's nephew has long hair in the photograph. When I mention this,

Shou says:

"I do not know if you know the Chao Fa?5 That hairstyle was part of that. He

copied the style." Shou points to the other photo. "This is my brother, who has the same

style. Mine, back at that time, I cut short. So almost every time, any village, I had the

potential to go inside the village because my hairstyle was kind of short. So I could go

in."

"So that allowed you to travel easier," I suggest. "And no one would look at you

and say, oh, he's a member of the Chao Fa."

 

5 Chao Fa, or "Angel of the Sky" is a religious and political movement inside Laos which gained a number

of Hmong adherents after the departure of Vang Pao in 1975. This movement will be further discussed in

the next chapter.
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Shou says, "That's right. Or from the forest. They usually call them Forest

, People. Because when you came from Thailand you stayed in the jungle almost all of the

time! So if I had short hair I could walk through the village."

I asked Shou if his father had made the second journey with him to Thailand. He

"No, he did not make it. If he had come earlier when it was easier to come, then

he would have made it. He came in May, and back in Laos, a tropical land, May was the

bad time, when it rained a lot. In jungle country it was so rainy that you could not walk

in the forest. We just had to walk through the jungle, nights and days and nights and

days. And he was quite old, and not very healthy, so he could not walk. So that is why

he said, "you go, and then you come back." And I did. I went there. But unfortunately,

he did not wait for me. He died before I came back.

The Refugee Camps

Unhappy and yet not broken-hearted,

I come to this foreign land,

Without young brothers, without old brothers,

like a crazed dog wandering from here to there.

Broken-hearted and yet not unhappy,

I come to this foreign land,

Without young brothers, without old brothers,

and the others eat, while I watch like a dog waiting for scraps.

- Song of Lee Txai, Ban Vinai refugee camp, 1980 (in Vang and Lewis,

1990)

By the late 19708 the eastern Thai border was home to twenty-one refugee camps

set up to receive hundreds of thousands of people fleeing Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos.

These camps were supported by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees

(UNHCR) and staffed by volunteers, among whom were many missionaries. However,

the Thai government was influential in determining official and unofficial refugee camp

policies. Camps were opened and closed by Thai authorities, and refugees were shifted

about. In general, the Thais favored repatriation of refugees, even though many feared

for their lives if they were returned to their homelands. "These periodic shifts from camp
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to camp effectively terrorized the refugees, because they could never be certain when

they would be uprooted again or, worse yet, sent across the border." (Long, 1993:49; see

also The Lawyers Committee for Human Rights, 1989)

Tens of thousands of Hmong were living in camps in Thailand by 1980,

principally in Chiang Kham, Ban Nam Yao and the large camp at Ban Vinai. Ban Vinai,

the largest Hmong settlement in the world at that time, contained over 40,000 people in

an area of less than one square mile (Long, 1993). The reeducation of refugees destined

for America began in these camps in Thailand. Tollcfson (1989) suggests that refugees

were presented with an unrealistic portrait of life in the United States, while at the same

time they were made to feel the unworthiness of their own cultures:

The counterfeit universe presented to refugees in the

educational program at the processing centers is planned

and purposeful. The unrealistic vision of life in the United

States, the myths of American success ideology, the

denigration of Southeast Asian cultures, and the effort to

change refugees' behavior, attitudes, and values result from

systematic decisions by policymakers throughout the

educational bureaucracy (87).

Camp life was squalid, crowded and dangerous for refugees who feared reprisals

fiom Lao communists, Thai communists, and Thai government soldiers. Despite the

difficulties of the camps, however, many Hmong refugees did not want to "board the bus"

for America (Ranard, 1989). The lessons of American success they learned in the

reeducation programs were more than counterbalanced when they received letters from

relatives in America, and read their tales of isolation, poverty and fear in strange cities.

Shou Cher, interestingly, seems to have some fond memories from his time in the

refugee camps. There he found his new religion, evangelical Christianity. There he

learned English, and began his career as a teacher in formal settings. There he met and

married his wife, Mai. When he first arrived in Thailand, Shou stayed in Nam Yao camp.

He describes how eight months later he went back for his family, and he brought them to

Sop Tuang camp, which was closer to the Laotian border.
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"Nam Yao is further from Laos that Sop Tuang. You walk from Sop Tuang to the

border with Laos, just about one half day. But if you walk from Nam Yao to the Lao-

Thai border, it takes about two days. So, it is more difficult. Also, there is a Thai base

very close to the border, too. And they were very strict, because they got attacked from

Laos, or the Thai communists, so they were very alert about that. So it was quite good

for you to go from Sop Tuang to Laos. I stayed in Sop Tuang or Mac Jarim about two

years."

I ask Shou if he had learned his English in the camps, and if he had good teachers.

With a self-deprecating laugh he says:

"Oh, what can I say about that? I don't know if they were good or not! I attended

Oxford English classes, and I learned Oxford One and Two. And then I got 'A's' for that.

And also I participated every day in basic English from the missionary program, about

one half year, and I worked with the mission for children. And I learned something from

them, and they taught me. So, as fast as I learned English I worked with them, and by

learning, by working together.

"Actually, I was a teacher with the mission. I was a teacher, no matter how little I

knew. I guess they trusted me enough to be a teacher, so I did. My brother and I were

teachers. When I was a teacher, I taught whatever I knew. And I learned from the Bible,

and I taught it, and I learned and taught. We learned together. I was also a teacher in the

other program, but not an English teacher; I was a Hmong teacher! A Hmong literacy

teacher. I taught the Hmong children how to write Hmong. I was a teacher of religion in

the camp; I was a teacher of Hmong literacy in the camp, too."

"I did not decide to come to the United States because I remembered that my

family was still in Laos. So I had to go back to get my family. My brother had the same

idea. So we went back. After that I was the one who was going to come to the United

States. Until I got married. After I got my wife, we became Christians, and helped the

missionaries in the camp."
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Psychologically the refugee camp could be a hard place for a mountain people

who were used to roaming freely. Fenced in and often with little to keep them occupied,

many Hmong became despondent. Ironically, Shou Cher was to meet his wife while

searching for a cousin who had taken his own life.

"One of my cousins had two girlfriends, and they were sisters. Then one of them

got a short knife, with which she intended to kill her sister. If he married the younger

sister, the older sister was gonna kill her. But he did not love the older sister as much.

So his father just said some joking words to scare him. So he happened to borrow his

mother's money to buy some soap to wash his clothes. That is what happened. And I

was there. I did not think that it was so serious, but he, by the words that his father spoke

to him, he went off and killed himself with poison. And I and everyone who knew him

went to help look for that boy who killed himself. I was walking with a friend

somewhere in the center of the camp and I met my wife walking by. I met her, but I did

not think about getting married with her or anything. But I also was a Christian already,

so I prayed, and prayed and prayed and then I believe that I met her in a certain way, and

that God gave her to me. So it is part of this and part of that."

Mai shows me two more photographs, taken the day of her wedding to Shou in

Sop Tuang. Although they were converts to Christianity, Mai and Shou performed a

traditional Hmong wedding ritual: In one of the photographs they are leaving food

offerings along a trail on the outskirts of the camp; in the foreground an elderly shaman

offers a prayer.

I] l I' .

His conversion to Christianity does not prevent Shou from retaining some beliefs

in the power of the spirits of land, sea and air that filled the traditional Hmong world.

When his wife had a miscarriage, Shou found an explanation in the realm of the spirits,

rather than in the hard life of the camps. He says:
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"Our first pregnancy was a miscarriage, because we believe a supernatural spirit

attacked and destroyed her pregnancy. That is another story. I and my wife believe that

was from a phenomenon. Hmong believe this, and also Lao and Thai people. We believe

that any valley that has water has certain supernatural phenomena there. And that refers

to what we call "Ja" which means, "dragon." Those are super spirits. The Ja, that

phenomenon in that small stream causes a problem. That happens to any pregnant

women who crosses a small stream. There is the potential. Some ladies who are

pregnant don't dare to cross any stream. Even if there is a valley where rain water comes

through, that can cause a miscarriage. So I think that happened to my wife.

"Back at that time, that day, I and my wife went to the small stream, which was in

a very steep place. The camp where we lived was on the top of a mountain, so that

stream was slippery. So we went there, and I and my wife had clothes to wash. It was

lovely. The stream was not very big, just a bit bigger than your shower. So we washed

the clothes, and when we came back from that place, I went back to the building where I

worked, which was the office of the missionary school. So I stayed there for half the day,

until about dark. Then one of my little sisters came up and told me that my wife had a

big stomach ache. But I still stayed at the office. It was not very considerate of me. I do

not know why I did that, but probably I was learning something, or staying with the

missionary, I don't remember. But I did not stay long. Then I went home. And she knelt

beside our bed, all bloody. Then I came and saw that. Then we knelt down and prayed.

And she told me that at that moment, the pain stopped. Right there. It became better and

better. And in a couple of days we went to the hospital for treatment, too, but she told me

that at that moment the pain stopped. So that miscarriage was affected by a

phenomenon."

Resettlement

Though some Hmong, especially those involved in the resistance, spent years

inside the refugee camps near the Laotian border, Shou and his family were there a
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relatively short time. His learning of English, his conversion to Christianity and work

with the missionaries probably increased both his willingness to leave Southeast Asia, as

well as his chances to be sponsored by a religious group as a refugee to the United

States.6 Shou describes how this journey to America developed:

"When I came to Nam Yao, unfortunately, my step-brothers and sisters who lived

there already left. They were in France. The oldest one is still in the camp, in Nam Yao.

At that time I came, and I slept in Ban Nam Yao. My youngest half—sister got in contact

with me. She had gone with her family to Chicago already. She had an American friend

and he was a deacon in the church, too. So they asked him to sponsor us, and they said

yes.

"When we left the camp, I was so bus sick. So we were just about two hours out

of the camp and I got sick. And when we arrived to the capital town of Chavarn Nan

Province, I had thrown up already. And I asked God, oh, no Lord, if I go like this I

cannot go for another twenty hours, because we had to ride that to Bangkok, which takes

a long time. I asked God, and at that time we arrived in Bankok and I did not throw up. I

was OK. We lived there and even though I was not a minister, I was not even an elder, I

preached, I taught, everything! Oh, thanks to God, I do not know why he put me in that

position!" Shou laughs as he recalls those days. "I was not a teacher but I just did like a

teacher. So we lived there and my wife got pregnant in the camp."

I ask Shou if it was a long process in leaving the camp and coming to the United

States. He replies:

"Years. For example, you register this year, 1996, and in 1997 you can get an

interview. Unless they are rushed through and theyjust come for you."

Shou and his family eventually reached Phanat Nikhom, where refugees accepted

for resettlement were processed before the trip to another host country:

 

6This conversion experience and issues related to Shou's religious beliefs are discussed more fully in the

next chapter.
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"It's a long story. But when we came to Phanat Nikhom camp, nearer to Bangkok,

my wife also had her second pregnancy and that is our first son. So we lived there almost

one year, and she got the baby. Then on the flight to the United States, I was scared

about how I could manage to come because I was so airsick. Sol asked God again if I

could manage to go to the United States without getting airsick, and, thank God, I did not

get sick. But when we arrived in Chicago, everything was so bright! So exciting.

Imagine baseball at night! I understood English enough, and our sponsor talked to me and

I could understand. "

Shou Cher had left the mountains, crossed the river, and made the long journey to

the United States. He had experienced life in a small village and life in crowded refugee

camps, and now he was in Chicago, a glittering metropolis of steel and concrete. For the

moment, the excitement of the bright lights and baseball at night are enough to carry him

through. Soon, the grim task of supporting a family on minimum wage jobs, and the

occasional violence of the city streets would shatter any illusions he holds about this land

of promise, but tonight, he holds onto the dream.

Sources of Learning

Like a river in the mountains, Shou Cher's lifetime of learning has been fed by

multiple sources. As a youth, growing up "on top of the mountain," he was immersed in

ancestral histories and cultural practices that grounded him not in a location--the history

of the Hmong, clearly, is a history of movement--but in the traditions of a people. He

learned to hunt, fish, and farm and to create and utilize the tools necessary for livelihood

in the mountains. He also learned the importance of his relationships to family, clan,

village--and the Americans. For Shou's early life was also influenced by the many

changes that alliance with the Americans brought to the Hmong of northern Laos. His

village was largely untouched by the war which ravaged neighboring Xieng Khouang

Province, but the conflict and its aftermath would influence his life and learning in many

ways. His greatest teacher would be his sister, who was educated at schools sponsored by
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Vang Pao's military command. He would see many uncles and brothers go off as recruits

to the war, and some would never come back. After the departure of the Americans and

leaders such as Vang Pao, Shou, like thousands of other Hmong, would forsake the land

of his birth, and help lead his family on the dangerous trip to Thailand.

Throughout these many changes Shou's narrative is filled with examples of his

resourcefulness in taking opportunities to learn and prepare for a future life outside of

Southeast Asia. He was able to complete several English language courses, as well as

work as a teacher of Hmong language at the missionary schools in the camps. He spent a

sizable amount of money on a photography course, and was thus able to photograph some

of the events taking place within Communist-controlled Laos. Moreover, Shou reveals a

high degree of political astuteness when he attempted to get his family out of Laos: He

was willing to join a "revolutionary group" in order to bring his family to safety, although

he had no plans for making revolution; he obtained a gun, ostensibly for fighting

communists, which he hoped only to use for hunting. As he says, "You know that you

don't have the power to fight the whole country. You just have to protect yourself, and

bring your family to safety."

Shou's life in Laos and in the Thai camps mirrors the Hmong people's long history

of movement, struggle and adaptation. This history is tragic in many ways, yet it reveals

the Hmong's power to survive and adapt to new surroundings. In Trueba and Zou's

(1994) words:

The long struggle against class oppression, national

oppression and adverse natural situations strengthened the

resolve of the (Hmong) people and allowed them to bear

hardships and persist in the face of struggle (77).

Shou Cher is a Hmong refugee who arrived in America, literate in at least three

languages, with diverse skills relevant to traditional and modern societies. Perhaps most

importantly from the standpoint of learning, however, is Shou's ability and willingness to

accept new ideas without discarding what he considers to be important traditional beliefs.
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This is evidenced both in his earlier story about the Thunder Angel and in the story of his

wife's miscarriage and the ja, or water spirits. At a time when he was embracing

Christianity, Shou did not discard older knowledge he had learned about the world. This

ability to cross paradigmatic borders between seemingly disparate belief systems allows

Shou Cher to make his way in a post-modem world of many meanings, receiving new

ideas into the flowing stream of his thought.

Like Lifton's (1993) protean man, Shou has learned to adapt to widely changing

circumstances and worldviews. Like a river, his learning is shaped by the contours of the

physical, mental and spiritual landscapes that he passes through; yet, Shou's identity as a

learner has its roots in the mountains, in'the foundations provided by Hmong culture and

traditions, and, more recently, by Christianity. Fundamentalist Christianity would

provide Shou a gateway to literacy in English, teaching opportunities, and refugee

sponsorship; it would also require him to renegotiate his relationship with important

family members and traditions. Acceptance of "the Word" would open the door to

America and the future, yet it would close other doors to the past.
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Once upon a time there had been books. A tribal legend

described how long ago the Miao lived on the north side of

the Yellow River, but the conquering Chinese came and

drove them from their lands and homes. Coming to the

river and possessing no boats they debated what should be

done with the books, and in the end they strapped them to

their shoulders and swam across, but the waters ran so

swiftly and the river was so wide, that the books were

washed away and fishes swallowed them.

This was the story. When the British and Foreign Bible

Society sent the first Gospels and these were distributed the

legend grew--the once upon a time books had been found in

the white man's country, and they told the incomparable

story that Jesus loved the Miao.

- fromW(HudSpeth.

1937)

It is a wintry afternoon in Windigo. The light snow which fell earlier in the day

has melted, but the wind has been turned up a few notches. The weather contrasts sharply

with the previous evening, when I stood in my shirtsleeves on Shou Cher's front porch

and asked him if I could be a guest at Salvation Church, where he teaches Sunday school.

Now I am sitting in my car in the church parking lot, feeling uneasy, unwilling to leave

the chill and solitude of my car for the expected warmth of the sanctuary.

A large Hmong family arrives in a van, and seven children jump out. The mother

and father look very young. Through the glass front door of the church I can see a young

child playing on the stairs. Another car, a blue station wagon, pulls up and several kids

jump out, yelling and running. A father's stern voice in Hmong is heard. Although

many, like the Cher family, probably live in rental housing and have fairly low incomes, I

notice that the Hmong who are parked around me have some very nice cars.

Salvation Church looks about ten years old, with brick and aluminum siding.

Inside, in the sanctuary, there are ordered pews, with seating for approximately 200

people. A small Hmong gentleman in a gray suit is talking to the congregation. There

120
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are various families, many children, several babies, and a handful of adults; about fifty

people all together. Kids play in the aisles and pews. One child with a red and white T-

shirt that says, "Keep on Trckin'" juggles with two coins in the center aisle. Rebecca, one

of Shou's younger daughters, comes up the aisle at one point, sees me, smiles sweetly and

waves. Mai also waves to me from her pew when she sees me come in.

At the entrance I am greeted by a man, fortyish, who has a pronounced limp--a

wound from the war in Laos? He smiles, introduces himself, shakes my hand, then he

leads me down the stairs to the room where Shou Cher is giving the Sunday school

lesson.

Thurman

Around the walls of the room are several framed posters with close-ups of

individuals from many lands and a consistent message: "Taking the Gospel to the

Unreached." The message is printed in English, French, Spanish, Vietnamese, and

Hmong. The room has tables arranged in a horseshoe shape. Shou sits in the center,

facing out. The young people, six boys and six girls, face inward around the table, girls

on one end and boys on the other. I take a seat at the end of the boy's section, next to

Shou's son, Sammy. The age range in this Sunday school class seems to go from about

ten to seventeen--Alfred Lee appears to be the oldest child present. Shou asks the

children to "Welcome Mr. Hones. " They say "Welcome" dutifully.

When I enter the class is engaged in singing Hmong songs from a hymnal.

Interestingly, the last song they do is only three lines, and goes to the tune of "row, row,

row your boat. " Next, they do Hmong language lessons. Shou leads them through

Hmong letters and their sounds, and the corresponding letters in the English alphabet.

The kids have a handout for this, which Sammy shares with me. The lesson is being

conducted in Hmong, and Shou calls on everyone-including me--to have us tell him the

appropriate sound. I notice that when he asks a Hmong child for an answer, other

children whisper the answer to their comrade.
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Next, Shou has the children read silently a passage from Leviticus concerning

different animal sacrifices to make for fellowship, sin or guilt. The children are

instructed to read or pray silently for fifteen minutes. Afterwards, Shou writes several key

vocabulary on the board:

fellowship

offering

priest

£32.:
lamb

unclean

Shou then asks the children to tell him what these words mean. When he comes

to "sin," he asks:

"Can we offer our sin to God?"

The oldest girl says, "I think so."

"Why?"

"Well, isn't that like how we get to heaven?"

"Yes--We offer everything--our bodies, our minds, even our sins--all to God."

When Shou gives an example of what used to be considered "unclean"--such as a

woman who is menstruating-—some of the older girls roll their eyes. I notice that the kids

have a little bit of fun during the session, whispering, making occasional wisecracks.

They don't seem to be in awe of Shou, and though his voice can be very serious, there is a

twinkle in his eye.

C . I I .

The posters on the wall speak of reaching the unreached, and as related in the last

chapter, Shou Cher was "reach " by Christian missionaries in a refugee camp in

Thailand. His conversion experience was to change his relationship to his family and to

the larger Hmong community. Conversion to evangelical Christianity would facilitate

Shou's learning of English, and church sponsorship would case his transition from

refugee camp to America. Conversion would open doors for Shou to begin his career as a
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pastor and as a teacher, with the church Sunday school as his educational setting.

Conversion would also represent a break with his past, with the spirits of his ancestors

and with his father, who would die without having embraced Christianity.

The Sunday school lesson at Salvation Church provides an example of the often

intimate connection between religion, language and culture. The extension of the "Word

of God" has often been facilitated by the extension of literacy. Before the rise of national

school systems, the church was a primary site for literacy education, especially where

Protestantism held sway (Graff, 1987). In the specific case of the Hmong, Protestant

missionaries in the last century have gained many converts through the popularity of their

Hmong language bibles (Tapp, 1989). Salvation Church provides one of the few

opportunities for Hmong youth in Windigo to practice literacy in what for many is their

first language.

Words Lost and Found

Although their traditional beliefs are animistic, in their long migrations through

China and into Southeast Asia, the Hmong have become acquainted with Taoist,

Buddhist and Christian beliefs. Christian missionaries have been active among the

Hmong of China for over one hundred years. Tapp (1989) has argued that the Hmong

and other ethnic minorities have embraced Christianity with some frequency in that it

offers them a way to distinguish their culture from those of the dominant societies within

which they live; moreover, conversions are often driven by the desire for literacy, and the

improved social, economic and political benefits that literacy entails. Missionary schools

have also offered the Hmong in their isolated villages, and later, in refugee camps, an

opportunity for formal education. Hmong stories tell how once they had a written

language and that it was lost during the wars with the Chinese. Missionaries often used

such stories to make inroads into Hmong society, especially when they could present the

Hmong with bibles translated into their own language. When the British missionary

Samuel Pollard set up his church in a Hmong area of South China, thousands would come
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down from the mountains to hear him preach, but always they would ask for the "boo

-the bibles which he had brought for them (Tapp, 1989).

The Christian and Missionary Alliance converted Shou Cher.1 The Alliance, like

many American foreign missionary efforts, arose and grew at a time when the United

States began rivaling the empires of Europe by gaining control of far-flung territories in

Asia, the Pacific, and Latin America. Behind the soldiers sent to quell resistance in

places like the Philippines and Haiti were armies of missionaries come to save the souls

of the "heathen."

According to Niklaus, Sawin and Stoesz (1986), since its beginning in 1887

certain principles have guided the work of the Alliance, including a focus on aggressive

evangelization rather than education, especially in "the 'regions beyond,’ the unoccupied

portions of the heathen world" (84). However, by the 19708 the Alliance was

experimenting with an "indigenous policy" that set overseas churches free of mission

control. As many of the Alliance's members in the United States are from ethnic

minorities, an office of specialized ministries was established, "based on the recognized

need of people to worship God in a way natural to their cultural and linguistic heritage"

(241). A passage that Shou has highlighted in his Alliance prayer book reads, "prayer is

cross-cultural and multicultural in practice and in results" (Cowles and Foster, 1993).

To a greater or lesser extent the missionaries also encouraged the Hmong to

abandon their traditional beliefs. The Hmong studied by Tapp (1989) had a rather

pragmatic (and humorous) way of distinguishing between the various Christian creeds

which the missionaries represented:
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the following books and workbooks which Shou Cher generously shared with me: Cowles, H. and Foster,

K l993.haxer1mr&s:_A£uuularJhmlunmmaxer Camp Hill PA: Christian Publicatims; Bailey.

K. 1987WuCamu Hill PA: Christian Publications; Mauualnfrheflhristianaud

WW.1995 edition. Colorado Springs, CO: The Christian and Missionary Alliance;

Niklaus, R.. Sawin. J.. and Stoesz 8.. 1986.W

W.Camp Hill, PA: Christian Publications, Alliance Distinctives and

Government (workbook); Compendium of Pastoral Theology: The Life of Christ (workbook).
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Most Hmong would broadly classify Christians into the

categories of Catholic, Protestant and Seventh Day

Adventist, according to the leniency towards their

traditional customs. With the Catholics one could smoke,

drink, and perform most of the ancesu'al and funeral

customs. With the Protestants one could at least smoke, but

with the Seventh Day Adventists one could neither smoke,

drink, nor even eat pork, and there was consequently some

confusion between the Seventh Day Adventist Mission and

the Islamic faith (87).

Conversion to Christianity brought changes to Hmong clan and family

relationships, as traditionalists became divided from practitioners of the "new religion."

(Trueba, Jacobs and Kirton, 1990; Tapp, 1989). In addition, some Hmong reacted to

missionary incursions in Southeast Asia by embracing messianic movements such as the

Chao Fa ("Angel of the Sky"), which combines elements of traditional and Christian

beliefs with a powerful political message of Hmong autonomy. Although he is now a

devout Christian, traditional Hmong beliefs and Chao Fa messianism have left their

imprint on Shou Cher's life.

I 1' . l H B l' .

A long time ago

The God Saub spoke from the sky

He threw down the sacred bamboo wood...

Whoever lifts it up

Will lead the life of a shaman

and will have power to heal

- Paja Thao, Hmong shaman (Conquergood, 1989:3)

I ask Shou Cher to describe the traditional Hmong religion practiced by his family

when he was growing up. Shou tells me that he himself had been apprenticed to a

Hmong spiritual healer as a youth, and he reveals a depth of knowledge about traditional

shamanic practices that I was surprised to find in a Protestant minister:

"The Hmong religion? You need a shaman, you need a spirit worshiper, and you

also need to respect the great-grandparents who have passed away; and you also respect

the supernatural in your environment. So that is what you should respect. That means

you need to know how to treat your dead relatives, you need to treat them as you should

culturally. That is one thing. And the other thing is you need to establish a place in your
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house, an altar, to worship spirits. You should learn how to do that, too. Sometimes the

shaman's spirits get attracted to you. They just come to you and you become sick. Then,

if a special person got sick, then finally he would shake and shake and shake, and some

other shaman would try to find out what was wrong. Now, sometimes they would find

out that you were appointed to become a shaman, too. And you would follow the master

shaman who came to help you during the spirit trance.

"My second oldest step-brother who is still in Thailand, was a good, expert

shaman. He was invited to go quite a distance, like four days walking. He was so widely

popular. That is how he became one. He knows a lot of things. He knows beyond what I

know. He still practices.

"Another thing is you treat the supernatural powers around you-~a rocky

mountain, a river, a fountain, a valley--we believe that there are spirits there. You need to

treat them well. You need to honor them, you need to feed them. Perhaps that is close to

the traditions of American Indians!

"Take for example the New Year. You know, in the old religion, every year you

had to fill a chicken to wash away whatever is impure. So you filled the chicken and

went over everyone, and round and round, and you had to use certain magic words to

believe that it was washed, and you would not have terrible things or suffering or

anything bad for the new year. That's the old way.

"We do not do that. But we treat the New Year as a very, very important feast,

too. We praise God for the new year, and bless the old year, and celebrate the new year,

God let us live through another year, and if we want to ask forgiveness we can. And if

we want to ask for blessings for the new year, we can do that. And we can just enjoy the

New Year, we wear the same clothes, we can enjoy together."

I ask Shou about his relationship with the wider Hmong community outside of his

church, and specifically with the Lao Family Community, a Hmong mutual assistance

organization. He says:
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"I am involved in the church, and because of that, outsider people who do not

want to join the church cannot use me a lot. They used me several times, and I'm willing

to help, and I did, but they do not use me very much. lam a man who can be useful. I

am here to serve everyone.

Evidently Shou wants to be useful, and to serve his community. Yet I am curious

by his use of the term "outsiders" and I ask him to whom he is referring. He responds:

"I am referring to those who don't come to church yet. I don't have very much

interaction with the Lao Family, but I am willing to. They ask me sometimes. I do not

go there very often because I am quite busy with my own job. The Lao Family director is

my friend. We often meet for personal reasons. Almost every time we meet we talk

about organization, and we say that we should help one another. Talfing about a secular

organization and a religious organization, not everything can go together. Serving

communities, yes, we can do that, but not everything together. Some things we do apart.

We do whatever we need to do. If they lack knowledge or I lack knowledge then we help

one another by meeting."

I ask, "Are there divisions within the U.S. Hmong community regarding religious

belie "

Shou replies, "Yes and no. For example, here in Windigo, we have a practicing

shaman. And people respect that. It is what we used to do. Our church and theirs are

quite different, but we don't fight, we don't argue. If they want to argue, as a Christian,

we do not argue, that's all. But we know that they have to change to receive the salvation

of God, so we teach them sometimes. Some might argue, but personally, as a minister, I

and my coworkers do not. Some of the Christians who are so strong in faith, they could

fight for some things. In some cities (Christians and traditionalists) are not getting along

very well, and in some they are."

As Shou recognizes, in some cities in the United States the Christian and

traditionalist Hmong are not getting along very well. For traditionalists, encouragement
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to leave their religious practices for Christianity comes not only from within the Hmong

community but from many of their encounters with the dominant culture in the United

States. Conquergood (1989) argues that the discouragement of Hmong shamanic

practices reflects a larger history of subjugation of traditional cultures. The Hmong, who

largely maintained their traditional religion when living in Laos, experienced increasing

conversion to Christianity when they anived at the refugee camps, the gateway to the

new life in the United States.

W

The Christian and Missionary Alliance Church, which operated the school for

children at Sop Tuang camp, was one of the many fundamentalist missions that were very

active in the refugee camps along the Thai border. These fundamentalists were far less

likely to appreciate, or tolerate, traditional Hmong beliefs than their Catholic

counterparts. As relief workers the missionaries often controlled access to the means of

current and future refugee survival, and a semblance of Christian faith was required of

refugees who wished to make it out of the camps: Often the Hmong were forced to say

grace before receiving the food distributions, and to say prayers during the English

classes necessary for future resettlement. Moreover, church sponsorship was necessary

for those who wished to relocate to the United States. Perhaps as a consequence of this

latter policy, it is estimated that fifty percent of the Hmong in the United States practice

some form of Christianity, whereas in Australia, where no church sponsorship is required,

few Hmong have converted (Tapp, 1989; Lee, 1986).

I ask Shou how long he has been involved in the Christian church, and he

response supports Tapp's (1989) contention that the Hmong had economic, social and

political motivations in converting to Christianity:

"Back in Laos I learned a little bit about Christianity. When I was in the camp, I

truly became a Christian. Back in Laos, I was not a Christian, but somehow I was so

attracted to Christianity. So when it was translated into Lao, and I listened to it, and I
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loved it so much, but I was opposed to Christianity. Because we always stuck to our

(Hmong) religion. So that is the main point. But when I came to the camp, I did not

realize ifI should stick to the religion or not. But the first thing that hooked me to the

Christian program was that I liked to learn English a lot. The other thing was that my

whole life I had a vision to have a friendship with the whole world. Everyone in the

world I'd love to be friends with. So, in the camp, they established a facility for food for

children. Near our place it was find of sloppy, so near us they established a facility for a

fitcheu. So I was standing just on the ground near that area, and watching the people,

and they did not talk Thai, or Lao, or Hmong, but they talked in English. And I

wondered if I could learn something from them. So, I just find of hooked up with them

somehow, and then they asked me to work, and then I worked with them. So that is why

I learned English."

In effect, the missionaries in Sop Tuang camp provided Shou with economic

support in the present as well as the language--and religion--which would case his

transition to the United States.

Although he admits to belief in Ja, the water spirits, and is respectful of the

shaman's altar, Shou Cher feels it necessary to tell me that his Christian religion and

traditional Hmong religion are totally incompatible. He says:

"The religion of the Hmong people and Christianity are totally different. Because

the Hmong did not know the True God. So they worshipped the god that they thought

was the God. The Hmong religion is totally different. Personally, I believe that anyone

who becomes a Christian should totally change, transfer from the old to the new.

Everything totally changed. Traditionally, well many of the traditions we don't have to

change, even culturally some of them do not have to change. But we have to totally

change the religion. Like I said, we had to have an altar for worshipping idols--No! No.

Not now. Don't do that anymore. In the Hmong religion, you have to fill a dog, and the

dog will be a protector against the bad spirits. And you have to make a fence at your
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door, and you have to use the blood of the dog to mark the doorpost. We don't do that

anymore.

"Now, talfing about the shaman. If someone becomes a Christian, shamans are

totally destroyed by the name of Jesus Christ. But nobody's gonna dare to touch the

shaman's altar. Because the shaman has a big altar, too. And there is a big place for the

spirits. For the shaman do not have just one spirit, they have probably twelve groups.

And the groups work differently. They will join together to oppose a shaman, but they

work totally differently. So, when a person becomes a Christian, with the support of the

missionaries or a minister, he totally destroys those things by the name of Jesus Christ."

Shou's is a flexible fundamentalism, adapted to his continuing belief in the power

of traditional spirits. Although he seems to feel compelled to oppose the "old" religion,

he acknowledges the lasting power of the shaman. Paradoxically, Shou rejects the

sacrificial offerings called for by Hmong tradition, yet the Christianity he has adopted is

steeped in traditions of such sacrifice. In many ways Shou seems to illustrate that the

crises of belief within the Hmong community between traditionalists and the followers of

the "new" religion may be in part process of transformation: Elements of the old are

being mixed with the new to create a Christian religion with a distinctive Hmong flavor.

Q] E I H I I . .

This message is to let you know that the Pahawh for the

Hmong and for the Khmu' is only being made available for

a time now. The group that accepts the Pahawh will be

blessed from now on, but if either group does not accept it,

that people will remain downtrodden and poor, the servant

to other nations for the next nine generations (in Vang,

Yang and Smalley, 1990:34).

In spite of his Christian fundamentalist beliefs, Shou Cher reveals tolerance, and

even admiration, for the Chao Fa, or "Angel of the Sky" movement, which is in many

ways a response to Christianity, and a synthesis of elements of new and old religion. The

Chao Fa dates back at least to 1917, when the first Chao Fa leader fought against the

French colonial regime. Tapp (1989) views the messianic movement of the Chao Fa as a
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"complex reaction to serious cultural disruption" (Tapp, 1989:88) There was an important

connection between such Hmong messianism and literacy: In the 19605, Shong Lue

Yang, a non-literate farmer, with divine guidance created a Pahawh, or alphabet, for the

Hmong and for the Khmu' peoples (Vang, Yang and Smalley, 1990). After Shong Lue's

death in 1971, the Chao Fa promoted the need for a Hmong alphabet and a Hmong fing,

they rejected Vang Pao's efforts to assimilate the Hmong into the Laotian nation, and they

wore their hair long for protection in battle. Their beliefs were inspired in part by Hmong

mythology:

Chao Fa priests espoused the invincibility of those who

worshipped properly. True believers could defeat the

enemy with magic given by the supernatural intervention of

Sin Sai, the great mythological defender, against bad giants

such as the Vietnamese and the Lao communist forces. As

the communist net of terror and death tightened, Hmong,

realizing they were doomed, turned in desperation to the

Chao Fa priests (Hamilton-Merritt, 1993:384).

Shou describes the beliefs of the Chao Fa in this way:

"Chao Fa, they worship the God. They refer to God the Creator. But Chao Fa,

those are Laotian words, which mean "The Angel of the Sky." These people created

something very different from Hmong culture, too. They worship the Four Angels in the

corners of the Heavenly Realm. They also worship the Most High God, but they just call

him the God Who Controls Heaven and the Four Angels control the four comers of the

Heavenly Realm. But Spiritually and Politically, too. When you are Chao Fa you have

to have identity with the political idea and the war. And this goes with war, because it's

very powerful, too. For Hmong people, referring to the four heavenly comers is a call to

fight. For example, if you have a person who is very sick, and you call those Four

Angels, that means that you will fight the bad demons who are persecuting that person.

The Chao Fa call on them to fight, to attack in the war.

Shou tells me of the popularity of the Hmong alphabet which is being spread by

the Chao Fa movement: "We have six or seven different Hmong alphabets in the whole

world. In the United States of America, in France, Canada, part of China, French Guiana,
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Australia, those countries where Hmong people live, we use the Roman alphabet. Within

those countries there is another totally different Hmong alphabet, too. Why I mention

this is that we have the character, we have the will to study. If we pursue that, and have

an oflicial alphabet, that is part of the power in education, too. We have never introduced

our alphabet to school, but we have been learning in a totally different way, too."

Shou speaks admiringly of the commitment of the Chao Fa, the "people of the

forest." He also passes on news out of Laos: A high-ranfing Hmong general in the

Laotian army has defected with his troops, and had made contact with the Chao Fa

resistance.

"Back in Laos today, there are the people in the forest, the Chao Fa, who fight.

The only things they need are weapons and food--and people who help from outside. I

think they would be very strong, able to take over the whole counuy. In 1976 and 1977,

the Lao government almost divided up the counuy because of them. That is what I heard.

"I heard that the Lao government is find of scared right now, too. Because the

Chao Fa, they never give up. They are still in the jungle, and the Lao government just

leaves them alone. And now one of the Lao government's generals has joined the

revolution with his troops. That general was Hmong. Now, the whole region under his

control and his soldiers joined together and attacked the Lao people. And likely, they

already have contacts with the Chao Fa."

"Now I am thinfing about the way the Hmong people play politics--it is so strict,

too. They keep the spiritfor a long time. They keep it for a long time. How much they

suffer, I do not know. But they keep it."

Chao Fa is a messianic religion which includes the dissemination of a Hmong

alphabet and politics of Hmong autonomy, and Shou can see this is a powerful

combination. Moreover, the Chao Fa movement appears to be both a reaction to and

reflection of Christianity: They proclaim the return of the Hmong King in much the same

way as the missionaries who have visited their villages proclaim the return of Christ the



133

King. They disseminate an alphabet given by God to the Hmong people, much as the

missionaries would disseminate bibles. Shou Cher even believes there is evidence that

the Chao Fa alphabet was written by a Protestant missionary!

American history contains its own examples of millennial movements, influenced by

elements of Christianity and indigenous religions, that sought to bring hope to peoples

whose lives were often filled with loss and despair: In this respect the Ghost Dance

religion of the Western Plains in the 1880s can be seen as an indigenous reaction to and

reflection of Mormon teachings among the Paiute (Barney, 1986).2

The mixture of traditional and modern religious beliefs has been equally powerful

in the long history of the Hmong people's struggle against oppression. Cheung (1995)

reports that when the first Christian missionaries came to Southwest China in the late

19th century, the story they told of Jesus Christ was connected in the minds of many of

the Hua Miao (Hmong) with the return of the "Miao King," and an end to their

subjugation by the Han Chinese majority. The millennial beliefs of the Hua Miao shifted

between the anticipation of change in this world to the expectation of rewards in the next,

as Cheung explains:

The Hua Miao conception of the power order in ethnic

interaction changed from their being a people who had lost

their fingdom and were waiting for their Miao King, to

their being a people who had been redeemed through

conversion to Christianity and who had gained access to the

heavenly fingdom in eternity, access that the dominant

heathen groups were denied (240).

The sad truth is that Christianity not only separated the Hmong of China and Southeast

Asia from dominant cultural groups, it separated them from each other as well. Many

converts to Christianity would learn that the "heathens" denied access to the heavenly

fingdom were sometimes members of their own families.

 

2 For an excellent dramatic portrayal of the psychology of messianic movements among the diwossessed,

see Vargas Llosa, M., 1981.MW.Barcelona: Seix Banal.
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The Sacrifice

Go ye into all the world, and preach the gospel to every

creature. He that believeth and is baptized shall be saved;

but he that believeth not shall be damned (Mark 16:15-16).

When I was a teenager two of my elder brothers became involved in a

fundamentalist Christian sect that was popular on college campuses in those days. I

remember that it was a very traumatic time for the family, but especially for my mother,

for whom Roman Catholicism has always been a refuge when there was trouble at home,

the helping hands of a godmother, a findly priest passing out oranges to poor children at

Christmas. The new beliefs of my brothers challenged the church that had been the

foundation for my mother's life. At one point, away at college, I decided to write a letter

to one ofmy brother elder brothers. In it I upbraided him for hurting our mother, for

belonging to a religious cult , for being a follower of an unscrupulous, deceitful leader. I

put into that letter all the angst and superlatives of a nineteen year-old who was afraid that

his family was falling apart. My brother never responded, and it was several months

before we would be able to talk to each other again. My mother, the one I thought I was

trying to protect--she it was who told me how deeply I had hurt him.

I wanted to find out more about Shou Cher's Christian faith, and he has provided

me with several books from his home library. One of these contains some of the sermons

of AB. Simpson, the founder of the Christian and Missionary Alliance (Bailey, 1986).

One passage that has been highlighted concerns sanctification, the separation of the

believers from sin and from other sinners:

We put off, not only that which is sinful, but that which is

natural and human, so that it may die on the cross of Jesus

and rise into a supernatural and divine life (53).

Simpson also wrote that "men deserve to be lost forever if they refuse to accept the

Savior who is offered to them" (119). The conversion experience has divided many

Hmong communities and families as some accept the new religion while others resist it.
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When I ask Shou if his conversion caused any difficulties within the family, he told me

the following story:

"When I first became a Christian, I, my wife and my other sisters suffered a lot,

too. We even went and cried because of those sufferings. We felt the opposition, but we

always were feeling better because the Christians believe in the three Gods, God the

Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit, and the Holy Spirit always counseled us a

lot. We were accused, we were punished, we were called traitors. But we just had to

tolerate it. But we did not personally attack. Even though they felt bad about us, even if

they opposed us, we didn't oppose them at all. We just treated them nicely. For example,

you are my brother, and you are the old religion and I am Christian. You don't like the

way I live and you oppose me and you discipline me; well, I might not be pleased with

that, but the next day I will come back and will act the same, normal. That's the only

thing that they do not understand. But my brother knows that I am a Christian. And one

of my cousins, who is a village leader, he opposed me very strongly. But I treated him

just as a respected brother, so he did not oppose me a lot.

"Did I tell you about when my father died? I don't know if Americans have this

practice, but when someone dies, for a certain period of time you bring back the spirit,

and make the last visit. And that's it. That was the last ceremony for my father, and that

took place on Christmas Day. And I was a Christian, and so was my wife. So we did not

want to participate in the ceremony. The only way we could help, and we tried our best,

was to prepare the wood for the fire, to cook. So we did. And then we went and we

participated in the Christmas events. So, halfway through the day my wife came and said

that my family was not happy with what I did. We were new Christians, sol asked

advice from the church elders there.

'What should I do?‘ They said:

'Don't worry, you stay here.‘

'Don't worry.‘
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"So we did. And, in the middle of the day, we came home, and I saw my uncle

sleeping on our bed for some reason. He cursed us:

'You did not visit your father's spirit at the receiving ceremony. Because of that

you will not have any children!’

It was about six months later that my wife had the miscarriage, but that was

caused by the phenomenon. Because of that curse, I went back to my friends who were

Christians. They said:

"'Don't worry. Because God's power is even more powerful than their curse. If

you did something against God, then that curse would come true. But you didn't do

anything against God.’

'God is yourfather.‘

'50 don't worry.‘

"So I did not worry, but when (the miscarriage) happened, I prayed to God to not

let that happen any more. Now we have fids, thanks to God!"

I ask, "Were you able to say goodbye to your father in your own way?"

"No. To the Christian theology, we don't have anything to do with that at all.

Because we believe that, according to Romans, 1:19-20, anyone who has not received

Jesus Christ yet, his spirit will go directly to Hell.

I am astounded by this statement. Here was a son who seems to have loved his

father, and who yearned for the respect of his father; yet, there is no room in Shou's

adopted religion for the souls of those who died "unreached." I ask: "But someone like

your father, who probably did not have much familiarity with Christianity..."

Shou remains firm in his response: "He knew about it. He had been taught. My

sister who was a nurse with General Vang Pao, she was a Christian when she came back

(from Long Chieng). She got sick, and she prayed, and after some days she got well. So

she encouraged our whole family to become Christians, but my father denied her. Of

course, he did not know or understand everything, that's why he denied. But he heard
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. about Jesus Christ. But I don't know how she proclaimed the Gospel at that time. I think

that she just said that we should become Christians. We should drop or get rid of the way

we traditionally worshipped. And my father denied her. That's all I remem ."

I find myself insisting on the father's innocence: "Maybe it was difficult for him

to take the Gospel from a woman, and his daughter. That might have made it more

complicated, too."

Shou responds, "She, herself, was not a very strong Christian. But she denied our

shaman when she was sick. Now she is in France. She asked me to preach for her one

time!" Laughing, he continues. "All my brothers and sisters in the United States are

Christians. And my mother is a very suong Christian, but back at that time, at my father's

spirit ceremony, she was not." Shou seems to feel that, although the messenger, his sister,

may have been inadequate, his father should not have rejected the message that so many

other members of the family were to embrace.

Reflecting further on his actions at the time of his father's spirit ceremony, Shou

says:

"I do not know. My father, physically, was a righteous man. He did not do

anything wrong. He practiced righteous things. But still he worshipped certain spirits

which are not God.

But I do not know why! Perhaps I did not show respect by not attending the spirit

ceremony...l was just trusting God so much that I did not do anything! But because I am

her son, my mother did not say anything bad. But she was not very happy. She said,

'You should not do this. And when you do this, your uncle is very upset.’

"That night,

because ofthat curse,

it hurt me, my wife, and my sister,

it hurt us a lot.

I remember that night

it hurt us a lot.

My sister was not able

to deny the ceremony herself,

so she participated.

She was with them.
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But when I came backfrom the Christmas events, we went

to

a place on the outskirts of the camp where

there were no people,

below the school buildings,

and we prayed.

We said,

'God, we do not want to hurt anyone.

But now we are hurt, and

we do not know what to do..'

And when we prayed, we were crying.

I, my wife, and my sister said,

'We do not want that curse, but

we have no choice,

because ofYou

we do this.’

Afier we prayed, we came back."

Running throughout this story of his father's death is the theme of sacrifice: Shou

was willing to sacrifice his father, the love of some members of his family, and his hopes

for children of his own because of his love of God. God asked Abraham to sacrifice

Isaac, his son, his future; Shou Cher is asked to sacrifice both father and son, past and

future on Earth in return for the heavenly fingdom. Harding (1992) has documented this

theme of sacrifice in the stories of another trained evangelical minister: Reverend

Cantrell tells her the story of how he filled his son in a farming accident. Like the story

of God's sacrifice of his son Jesus to save manfind, Cantrell, according to Harding's

interpretation, has sacrificed his own son to save her, the interviewer, the unreached.

Unlike Reverend Cantrell's tale, Shou's story of multiple sacrifices does not seem

intended to save me. Is this sacrificial tale one that he wishes his children to remember?

Does it serve to help him renew his own efforts in the ministry? Perhaps Shou's sacrifices

made in the refugee camp help to recreate for himself an identity as a sojourner, not of

this Earth, whose Father and home is in heaven.

There is yet another dimension to this story: Stripped of its religious veneer, it is

a story of the need for belonging in a family, on the part of Shou, and the sense of

betrayal expressed by his uncle. In such cases, who is more hurtful? The ones who,

through their convictions, refuse to go along with established family religious practices?
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Or the ones who, like Shou's uncle, or myself, presume to place ourselves in the position

ofjudgment, presumably to defend a father, or a mother, from further hurt?

The American Dream

Shou Cher arrived in the United States sponsored by a minister who was a friend

of his sister. Like many new arrivals to this land, he lived (and still lives) in poverty. In

Chicago he tried to support a growing family by worfing full-time at two or three low-

paying jobs. He also continued his involvement with the church, and was soon preaching

again. Living in Chicago, struggling to support his family, he had aidream that influenced

his decision to go to school and become a minister. Shou vividly retells this dream,

which he had more than ten years ago, and uses a blackboard to draw me a picture of the

setting of the dream, a high mountain trail between the past life of his village in Laos and

the "bright time" of the future:

"By that time, in Chicago, I was so, so poor! Really! And the state of Illinois

does not support a low-income family, no matter how low you are. And my wife had her

second pregnancy, so I could not support us. And I was so discouraged. And I worked,

and I cried, and I did not know how I could live. But then I even got laid off. Then at the

time I got laid off, I read the Bible for about three months. I read the whole New

Testament. So at that time I had a dream that was a change in my life, I do not know

why.

"In the dream

I was on a trail

Pa" way

between the village ofmy past and

the bright time ofmyfiaure.

0n the way Ipassed certain traveler --

Livestock owners,

people on horseback,

people in cars,

many traveler --

but I was thefastest one on that trail.

I was running.
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As I passed the people they fell

awayfrom the trail.

Atfirst through grassland,

Then through dark jungle.

The dream was that

I should sufier a certain time.

The dark time,

or suffering time,

included tigers,

dark night,

scary sounds,

attacking animals,

you could not see the way you were

traveling,

mud,

so dark,

even darker than night, and

a long way to go.

On ajourney.

A big talljungleforest, such as in Laos.

Afterpassing that deepforest,

the bright time will come.

After I sufiered I could go on

living a bright life,

to serve the Lord,

to call people to come

to the second Ark ofNoah.

An ark of the sky

You know what I mean?

Back in Noah's time,

it was an Arkfor the Flood.

But now it's not the Ark but the Second Ark,

which escapes the Fire.

Fire willflood the Earth.

Then I will go and call my relatives,

myfriends

to come and get on the Ark,

so they can go and

escape this land.

When I go to the bright time in my life

I will see them,

I will call them.
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To my wife I said

"Get ready while I am gone.

I will see you on the ark when it comes."

"I miss you."

"I miss you, too."

"With that dream, I woke up. And that put me on to going to religion school. I

went up to Milwaukee and attended the program. And that is why I am a minister now. I

did not go just because I wanted to go. Because I believe that in dreams, someone, from

somewhere, the Great One, the God, put me in that position. That is why I went. That

dream leads me here. That's a major change. Because of that dream, I went to the

ministerial program."

In the dream Shou is leaving the village of his past and literally running into the

future. Other travelers are moving along the same path, but none are so eager to reach the

destination as Shou. Moreover, he is leaving behind this world with its pleasures and

problems, and embracing its apocalyptic conclusion, and renewal. Interestingly, the

"beautiful jungle" of Shou's youth, described in the last chapter, has been replaced by the

dark, dangerous jungle that haunts his dreams in America. Evidently, for Shou, life in

Chicago was an abnegation of the American dream of prosperity, and, intriguingly, he

replaced it with the dream of the Apocalypse and the "bright time" to come in the future.

To what extent does this recounted dream reflect Shou's reorganization of his life

story to reflect his mission? His workbooks for the ministerial program contain several

selections devoted to the theme of the Second Coming. In one response to a workbook

question, Shou has written:

Christ ('s) second coming will appear in the sky

premillenium to gathering all believers to the air no matter

someone object (to) it or not but it should happen as many

signs fulfilled today.
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WWW

Following his dream, in a veritable leap of faith, Shou left his employment in

Chicago for the uncertainty of the ministry program in Milwaukee:

"After three years in Chicago, I was one of the elders who preached a lot in the

church. So one of our church elders recommended that I go to a Bible school. He

brought a proposal to a college, and they accepted me. But I felt that my English would

not be good enough to participate in college. So I asked God about two things: I either

would get laid off, and go to school; or whatever God wants me to do. And I asked God

a couple of times, and I got laid off. Getting laid off was find of sad, but I did not feel

sad, because I had a purpose, to go to the ministry.

"But then I did not go directly to where I thought I should. Like I said, I thought I

could not participate in a college class in a Bible College, because my English was even

lower than now, in reading, in speaking and in writing. But I was so lucky back at that

time. There was a Theological Education by Extension program, and when I was in

Milwaukee, that program had been opened. Other Christians already participated. So I

went there, and I was lucky enough that they were willing to open another center or

another class. So I participated, and I did it, and I finished that.

"That program was developed by the headquarters of the Christian and Missionary

Alliance, but before that it had been established in some Latin American countries. They

adapted it to the United States. I was supposed to take three years, but the teacher who

taught us was find of busy, so we took about four years to finish. They had three levels.

I finished my first level, which was the basic course. But I did not complete the advanced

level until I came to Windigo.

"We went for a two hour meeting each week. We had to do the homework. Each

week we finished a unit, and in the meantime, you worked accordingly. So you worked,

you studied, and you had meetings. The work was assigned by the teacher, which they

called the center leader, but assigned according to the church. At that time I really did so
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many things. I was one of the church leaders, an elder, yes. My first year I was a Sunday

school leader, and the second year, the Sunday school superintendent, which was part of

the education, too! Another year I was the church elder for a whole church, and that

church was quite big, with a lot of members, about 300. The church was growing, and

everything had to be learned, adapted changed. For three years I did that, and in my

fourth year I was another church leader in a different church. I joined the first church and

then we established another church, and I was one of the ones transferred to the new

church, and I participated in that new church. My first year there was as co-minister,

even though I was not a minister. They did not give me such a license, but I helped the

preacher, who went with me to the new church. We took turns preaching! And I was one

of the Sunday school teachers for the youth, too. I taught the youth. In my second or

third year, I do not remember well, I was again a church elder for that small church.

That whole five years I attended school. I went to ESL class, part-time. I worked a little

bit, but just part-time jobs. I went to the two schools-~ESL and the theological school.

Then, in the middle of that year, I moved to Windigo.

"Even before I became a Christian I worked for the church, for children who the

missionaries called together and taught. Sol taught. That was back in the camp. I was

one of the ones that helped them. After a year (the missionary) put me in a school

building. I taught what he taught me. Songs, some Bible, and I served food, for a couple

years. And I was paid for that, too. So when I moved to another camp, to Phanatnikhom

camp, the missionary told me, 'Shou, you will be a leader for your family.’ And I said,

‘what does that mean?‘

"When I came to Phanamikhom camp, there was a church with no leader, no

preacher at all. And I practiced preaching, because we did not have a pastor (laughs).

And I just did it, and we had about ten families joining together. I just had to study, and I

preached. So I did.
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When I came to Chicago, for a half year I did not preach, because they did not know that

I had that gift. So they did not ask me. But somehow, after that much time, I started to

show off, or whatever, and I started to preach, and we did that several times more. We

would take turns for about two years. After that we moved to Milwaukee, and I also

stopped preaching for six months or a year. And then I started to do that job again, but

not every Sunday. When we were attending the theological class, I preached quite a lot.

Almost every month, I preached. And when we joined the new church I preached about

that much too. And then we got a new pastor who did not allow me to preach, but I was a

Sunday school teacher. And I was also assigned to preach in a different church. In

Windigo, I do similar things to those."

Interestingly, when I ask Shou what had brought him to Windigo, he says:

"This church in Windigo was established in 1989. Before the church was even

established, I and my friends came to Windigo to see if we could plan a church. So we

came here the first time and we thought that it would be a good idea to start a church. It

was not thoroughly researched. If it was, then we probably would not have started a

church, I do not know. But the second time I came, and the third time I moved in! And

when I moved to Windigo I also participated in school, too."

I recall Shou's reflection about his thoughts prior to the shooting incident in 1994,

when he and his wife were seriously considering giving up the ministry. After receiving

so much support from fellow pastors while in the hospital, Shou decided to continue with

the ministry. However, it seems clear that at some level, he considers it a mistake to have

ever attempted to bring the Gospel to the "unreached" in Windigo.

Shou continues: "I moved here in 1990. One of my friends, who moved here,

too, originally started the church. In his first two months he did the door-to-door

ministry. He did that, and so when I came, whatever families he had already established,

Ijust worked with them. Right now we have eleven families." Shou laughs as he says, "I

tell you, almost everywhere I go, Ijust follow someone, watering the seeds!"
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In the summer Shou picks up extra preaching in nearby cities. Shou says,

"Because there is no school in the summer, I don't have enough income. Within that, I

knew in my mind that it was good to practice the Word I knew already coming from the

Lord. In Windigo the church I am worfing with does not have a pastor, and I volunteer

doing any find of work, and they also voluntarily are helping me, so we are helping one

another. I also have a very small fellowship group in Bay City. I visit them late in the

evening every Sunday. One night as we came out of the door, one of the ladies said, 'We

are very happy that you are here. You seem so friendly to us.‘ So that was very

encouraging to us. Our purpose in Bay City is to finish reading Galatians over the

summer. I teach them, but I also request that they read the book themselves. So they do

it. One week I asked, 'Did you read it?’ and one of the gentlemen said, 'I finished the

whole book.’ "

Beginning in the refugee camps and continuing through his ministerial work in

Windigo and neighboring communities, Shou has gained valuable preparation and

experience in the word of literacy and the word of religion. He has taught Hmong

literacy and Sunday school classes for youths, and engaged groups of Hmong adults in

the reading of extended passages of one of the classics of world literature, the Bible.

Religious work for Shou has been intimately connected with the extension of literacy as

well as with a moral education that draws from biblical and Hmong traditions. As a

religious educator, he exemplifies the ongoing transformation of Hmong American

culture and the Christian church.

Change and Continuity

There are only fish that follow the river.

There are no rivers that follow the fish.

- Hmong proverb

I relate to Shou the comments of a Hmong shaman in Chicago (Conquergood,

1989), concerning the uaditional religion, and how he sees fewer and fewer people are
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practicing the old ways. I ask Shou if that is something he sees as well in the wider

Hmong community. He responds:

"One thing is that this society changes. Another thing is country that you live in,

the environment, and another is the medical science. Everything affects our old religion.

For example, the environment where you live. In the United States, such a house as this

is totally different from where we lived in Laos or Thailand. You can't put an altar for

your worship. And of course, back where we lived, you should not stay above your altar

of worship. But in the United States, you know, you sleep upstairs and put your altar

downstairs. That is not appropriate. Another thing is that in this society people go to

school a lot, and they have to learn. And education effects them, and they do not have

much time to practice their religion. And that takes a lot of time, too. So they don't do

that a lot. There is also an interest in new things. So the new things have come and the

old things have passed away. So that's what effects the shaman's practice, too. The very

big thing is that in this country, we practice medical science. Helping, healing of

sickness. That also effects the shaman. This country is, what should I say, fifty percent

Christian. And the others do not practice religion. Many of them are still very active

Christians. Even those who don't go to church very often, still put their hopes in God. So

everything is very positive for Christianity."

Perhaps Shou seems to be overly optimistic about the chances for Christianity in a

nation where other belief systems, including those of the public school, those of science,

and those manufactured on Madison Avenue compete for the allegiance of young and old

alike. I interject: "Haven't you also given some reasons why young people might turn

away from church altogether? What is your thought about the future--young people, such

as those in your family?"

"For the future, we either change into something, or something changes us. If we

don't really practice what we should, then I think my children or grandchildren will forget

about Christianity. One key that I think is this: As society changes, we also should
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change. We cannot help it. Whatever appears today, you have to figure out some way to

change and go along. For example, if I were a shaman, I would not stick to my shaman

practice my whole life. It would not work. My children would not go with me. After I

let it die, the religion dies. That's a problem with religion today. I do not know about my

children's future, but we should change along with society."

I ask, "Can you maintain some link to Hmong tradition through the church?"

"Because the society changes, I guess most of the Hmong culture will be changed,

too. And I believe it will change, unless we keep the combination (between Christianity

and Hmong) so strong. If we don't keep the combination real strong, then it will change.

No matter whether Hmong people like it or not, it has already changed. Totally changed.

So even if we keep a Hmong church, I preach in my own language, we sing our songs,

and when we come home we keep our culture, we keep our way of life, we do that. But I

know we are changing. And Hmong always change. Hmong keep one thing forever, but

the other things change."

"What's the one thing you keep forever?"

"The relationship. The relationship and the respect. Things like that you keep

forever. If you lose it, then, that's it, your gone. "

As will be seen in the next few chapters, relationship and respect are values that

Shou Cher mentions often when he discusses what it means to be Hmong in America. In

this he is not alone: The importance of family, clan and community relationships and

respect, especially for elders, within the Hmong community has been addressed at length

by others (Chan, 1994; Donnelly, 1994; Unger, 1995). Paradoxically, Shou Cher, as an

evangelist, is seefing to bring the transformative power of Christianity to the Hmong

community in Windigo, and this new religion continues to transform traditional family

relationships. As an agent of change, can he hope to remain grounded in Hmong culture?

Burridge (1991), in his study of the missionary experience across time and across
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cultures, suggests that converts such as Shou Cher can only find a home in the

metaculture of Christianity:

Caught between waiting on the spirit and the desire to

persuade, or, maybe, coerce, neither missionary nor serious

Christian can have any permanent sociocultural identity.

He or she is grounded not in culture or society but in the

metaculture (228).

Shou Cher's life in "the Word" presents the complexities of a man whose

fundamentalist beliefs do not deter him from adapting to new situations and mafing use

of new ideas. Lifton (1993) argues that the fundamentalist self arises, like proteanism, at

times of great change. Whereas proteanists exhibit almost chameleon-like ability to

change their colors and beliefs to match new surroundings, fundamentalists try to get

through the shifting tides of life by strict adherence to certain traditions, and separation

from those who do not believe. Yet, as Lifton points out, proteanism and

fundamentalism seem to work together in complex ways:

Although an antagonistic negation of proteanism,

fundamentalism tends to be intertwined with proteanism;

they may even require one another (160).

Certainly, Shou's adherence to fundamentalist beliefs led to his painful separation from

family at the time of his father's death. However, in many important ways, religion has

served Shou Cher just as he has served religion. Christian beliefs ease the transition of

the Chers to life in the United States, especially in smaller cities such as Windigo where

church-going remains an important community event. Through his training in "the

Word" in the theological program Shou gained valuable experience that he would use

later as a paid minister to several Hmong churches in the Windigo area. Moreover, with

his first encounter with missionaries in Thailand Shou began his career as a teacher, and,

through succeeding experiences with church Sunday schools, he developed an

educational philosophy and methods that would serve him well as a bilingual assistant at

Horace Kallen School. With his strong beliefs in the power of traditions as well as the
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power of change, Shou Cher follows in the footsteps of many American educators who

envisioned schooling as a process of conversion (see appendix F).

What the narrative of Shou Cher teaches us is that conversion can exact a heavy

price on the converted, especially in the bonds to family, community, culture and history.

Yet Shou's narrative also illustrates that conversion can often be accompanied by greater

access to literacy and the ways of dominant culture. At the same time, converts such as

Shou Cher have the ability to weave seemingly disparate worldviews and practices into

new auditions and a new system of belief.

Intertwined in Shou's life with the word of religion is the word of literacy. Like

the Hmong villagers in China a century ago who came by the thousand to receive Bibles

translated into Hmong, Shou's interest in literacy has been facilitated by his work with the

church. Through the church he has learned to read and write in English, and through the

church he can promote Hmong literacy among children of his community who have

grown up in America. In China, in Southeast Asia, and now in the United States, literacy

has been a vehicle for the Hmong to challenge their status as an outcast group within a

larger society. Schools have much to learn about the words of religion and literacy in the

everyday life of minority groups. InW,Heath (1983) has argued that

teachers must find ways to connect curriculum and practice in the schools with the

literacy practices and needs of the community. Similarly, Moll and Greenberg (1990)

argue that substantial literacy learning occurs through extended family, neighborhood,

and other social networks and that schools should acknowledge and benefit from such

funds ofknowledge.

For minority individuals and groups, the words of religion and literacy can

become tools for inculcating the ideology of the dominant culture and an acceptance of

the status quo (Graff, 1987). Conversely, the words of religion and literacy can enable

people to see their world in a different light, and to realize that, as they are transformed,

so can they transform reality (Freire, 1968). Both of these processes of acceptance and
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transformation are present in Shou Cher's narrative. through the word, he and other

Hmong people in the United States, Southeast Asia, and elsewhere attempt to transform

the economic and social realities they face in lands of exile.

Through the word, Shou hopes to prepare his children for success in the dominant

American culture; through the word, he uies to pass on certain Hmong values, traditions,

and language to the next generation of Hmong Americans.



Chapter Five: Generations

One of the strongest imperatives of our [American] culture

is that we must leave home. Unlike many peasant societies

where it is common to live with parents until their death

and where one worships parents and ancestors all one's life,

for us leaving home is the normal expectation and

childhood is in many ways a preparation for it.

- Robert Bellah (1987:370)

It is snowing again in early March. One Saturday evening I find Shou and Mai

home with the five youngest Chers, and we make impromptu plans to go sledding at the

golf course near my house. The fids are excited: They have never been on a real sled

before, and I have brought three of them, gleaned from yard sales over the summer. The

five of them take turns with the three sleds, often riding double. Shou goes down once or

twice with the youngest girl. I notice that at least two of the girls are not wearing mittens.

The following Saturday brings another snowfall of a few inches, and I meet the Chers

again on the hill. This time, the little girls are wearing mittens and hats. This time, as

well, we are joined by MaiJia, Sammy, Alfred and some other members of the church

"youth group." When we find the golf course gate locked, the older boys go over the ten-

foot fence in one movement, with the practiced ease of adolescence. Shou and I take it

more slowly, carefully loofing for footholds. Meanwhile, the younger children enter the

golf course by crawling through a low place nearby. The older boys attempt to ride one

of the sleds like a skiboard, standing up. They draw apart, congregating near the steeper,

more dangerous part of the hill, stretched or squatting in the snow, talfing and watching

the younger children ride in pairs down the hill.

The full moon rides out from behind the clouds, and Orion the Hunter appears

high in the south. Rebecca, the second youngest girl, smiles when I tell her that those

stars have the same name as my son. Shou looks up, and points to the three stars of

Orion's belt.

"In Laos," he says, " We call that the Water Carrier. See, on either side is a pail of

water on a pole, and in the middle is a man with the pole on his shoulder."

151
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Mai has been preparing dinner, and the smell of steamed rice greets me when I

enter the Cher house later that evening. Sammy lets me in, and Alfred says hello from

the living room. The rest of the children are sitting or standing in various places around

the room, eating egg rolls from the ends of forks, and watching television.

At the round table by the fitchen places have been set for Shou, Mai, Alfred,

Sammy and myself. Shou gives a prayer in Hmong before we begin eating. There is

steamed rice, shrimp with mushrooms, spicy parsley ("a little bit hot," according to Shou,

and he wasn't fidding), and mounds of egg rolls.

The Cher family appears to be a happy one, yet my interviews in the home reveal

that there are some potential conflicts within the family, especially as their children reach

their teenage years. Interestingly, both children and parents place great importance on

fostering family relationships, but their viewpoints are quite different: The older children

took these issues seriously enough to prepare and present a sermon about them at the

family's church.

Children are Jewels

I recall the service that the youth group at Salvation Church had organized.

Alfred Lee gave the sermon, from Ephesians, 6:1-4:

Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right.

"Honor your father and mother," (this is the first

commandment with a promise) "that it may be well with

you and that you may live long on the Earth." Fathers, do

not provoke your children to anger, but bring them up in

the discipline and instruction of the Lord.

The focus of Alfred's sermon was about the importance of communication

between parents and children. He went on in true preacher style, for a good half hour or

more. Fortunately, Shou was interpreting some of his main points for me from Hmong to

English; yet I wanted the opportunity to talk more with the older Cher children and

Alfred about their relationship with parents and elders. It was the first time they had ever

organized the church service, and everyone in the youth group contributed suggestions to

the sermon Alfred delivered.
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Alfred, Sammy, Mai Jia and I sit on the floor, cross-legged, in the boys' room,

with the tape recorder between us. The room is faded light blue, with two beds. There is

a large boombox on a chair, and a chess game is set up on a small table. The overhead

light is burnt out, so the room, like most rooms in the Cher home, is quite dark. The

interview is a bit awkward-after all, I am asfing them about some of the issues that arise

between them and their parents, a touchy subject to speak about with a relative stranger.

Mai Jia says nothing, occasionally nodding or shafing her head in response to my

queries. As in most of my encounters with him, Sammy speaks little. It is Alfred, eldest,

and not one of Shou's children, who does most of the talking.

One point of contention between Hmong children and their parents is on hairstyle.

Alfred says: "Just because we have a different hairstyle doesn't mean that we have done

something wrong."

Sammy concurs: "My dad wants me to change my hairstyle. He doesn't like it

split (parted in the middle)" Sammy doesn't know why, although Alfred's sermon

suggested that some parents identity such hairstyles with gangs.

Alfred continues: "People look at these little things like hairstyle and turn them

into big things like gang membership."

It is interesting to contrast this hairstyle issue with the hairstyles observed in from

Shou's teenage photographs in Laos-especially with all the young men with the Chao Fa

hairstyles at that time. Shou is probably right in guessing that a person's hair choice

speaks of some find of affiliation. In the old days, Hmong men wore their hair long.

Especially in the days of Shou's grandfathers, when men wore their hair in ponytails. On

the other hand, Timm (1994) notes that Hmong parents often fail to distinguish between

groups of teenage friends and "gangs."

According to Alfred, this issue of teen relationships is further complicated when

Hmong American youths form friendships with members of the opposite sex:
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"I think over there in Laos our parents were different. When they were young,

usually if he was a guy, and they were a guy, it was OK. But if he had like a girl, then

people would start saying stuff, gossip, rumor. Usually over there when a guy has a

friend who is a girl, usually it's a girlfriend. Very rarely do they have a friend who is a

girl. I'm not sure, they are shy, maybe. They don't talk to girls much. So usually when

they have a girl, it's a girlfriend. Here it is different." i

When I ask if they have friends who are both boys and girls they nod in the

affirmative. I continue: "If you invite a girl over to the house, how would they handle

that."

Alfred replies: "I think they would ask questions. They will ask, who are your

parents? If her parents are nice and respectful, then usually it is OK. If they know the

parents, no problem. If they don't know the parents, then they will ask more questions,

where are they from, etc. Also, about having friends who aren't Hmong. Our parents

would ask lots of questions."

Sammy adds: "Sometimes, I've had other friends over. Sometimes my friends

come over, and they say, 'Why are they here? Why don't you go outside, or go

somewhere else?”

Educational issues were prominent in the youth group's sermon. Alfred elaborates

why:

"Our parents keep on telling us to do better. They really want us to do better.

Some of them never went to school, and some have gone to school. They really want us

to take advantage of our education, because they want us to do better. I think the more

they keep on telling us "you should do this, you should do that," we try to do it. We try to

do better. But if they encourage us, that is real good. When they let us know that it is

OK to make mistakes. Often they want us to do no mistakes, do the best it could ever be,

even if it is so hard, just do it, and we will try to do better, and we try harder and harder.

Once in awhile we need more encouragement. But not always, not always. For me,
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when I keep on hearing it always, always, then I'll just start dropping out. Parents should

learn more, too, so they will see that education can be tough. Actually, it will help them

to succeed more, too, in jobs."

Alfred's comments allude to the high, and sometimes unrealistic, educational

goals that Hmong parents hold for their children. Trueba, Jacobs and Kirton (1990)

report:

Most parents did not have a concrete idea of what their

children did or learned in American classrooms and

2‘1]?th the schools with a magical power to teach children

Walker-Moffat (1995) has a somewhat different perspective on the role of refugee parents

in the education of their children. In her view, they are ready to create a learning

environment for the children at home, but the lack of communication between most

schools and parents inhibits their efforts:

Regardless of their educational background, parents will

want to participate in the education of their children. This

is especially true in many Southeast Asian homes, in which

education is a family affair...Yet today the reality is that

there is little dialogue between Southeast Asian parents and

their children's teachers (158).

Although Shou Cher works as a bilingual aide in an elementary school, like many Hmong

adults he has little formal education. This makes it all the more difficult to have a

realistic understanding of the academic challenges facing Hmong youth in schools.

Nevertheless, Alfred feels that the parents in his church learned a great deal from

the youth sermon: "The parents liked the sermon. They realized a lot of things. They

might change their minds about some things."

Alfred finishes with a beautiful metaphor:

Children are God'sjewels.

When a child is missing,

you should try tofind him.

as you would a jewel.
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Ifyour child is dirty,

you should wash him,

like a jewel.

Ifa child is broken,

you mustfix him,

like a jewel.

Family in Transition

In the field of psychology the image of the family has changed dramatically over

the last forty years, with the cohesive, Eriksonian family of the 1950s giving way to the

chaotic family of the 1990s. Rosenberg, Rosenberg and Farrell (1992) suggest that

issues raised in "marital conversations"--those conversations where parents and children

discuss the family-provide evidence to support the image of families in disorder:

It is not at all clear that things will "work out"--that the

family will have a good laugh, hug one another, and

adjourn to the dinner table. Today the marital conversation

is serious business (Rosenberg, Rosenberg and Farrell,

1992:47).

Problems within the family are felt all the more acutely in an age where other forms of

communal support have deteriorated, and the family has effectively become the "locus of

emotional and spiritual repair" in a world turned upside down. Walkover (1992) argues

that the "family might make up for the collapse of communal traditions and harsh

indignities of a capitalist economy" (182).

Oscar Handlin (1951) was the first American historian to explore the effects of

immigration on the lives of immigrant families and communities. He argues that for

many of the European immigrants of the past century, family life had not been isolated in

their native country, but an integral part of the community. Moreover, for peasant

farmers, the work of the family had been shared, whereas in America, for economic

reasons, the family forces had to be divided, dependent as they were on the combined

income of individuals. This caused disruption in the extended family, as "the larger unit
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was now a source of weakness rather than of strength...Steadily, the relatives dropped

away; the husband, wife and children were left alone" (229). In addition, Handlin writes

that the sharp contrast between the worldviews of their home and of school was not lost

on immigrant youth, and, "as the children of the immigrants grew up, they felt

increasingly the compulsion to choose between the one way and the other" (248). For

these youth, "there was a yearning for identity, to be a being" (255).

It is important to remember that cross-culturally, families vary greatly in their

relationships and their practice and there are no universals (Coontz, 1988). The Hmong

arrived to this country with strong extended family and clan networks mostly intact.

Nevertheless, like earlier immigrant groups studied by Handlin and others, the Hmong

have faced increased levels of familial strife in the United States. Berrol (1995) suggests

that "the potential for intergenerational conflict is present in every family, but

exacerbated when parents are foreign-born and children are not" (91). In a study of

Hmong families in Wisconsin, Timm (1994) writes:

The primary ideological conflict between Hmong culture

and American culture is a focus on the family as compared

with an emphasis on individual freedom...The tug between

these two value orientations is at the heart of the Hmong

dilemma in the United States and is causing problems

within families, across generations, and in the Hmong

community (37).

Shou and Mai seem to understand clearly that the problems they experience with their

own children are widespread in the Hmong community, and that finding a way to

improve the relationship between family members is of paramount importance.

Mother and Father

The wife is the loom, the husband hangs the thread.

- Hmong proverb

Like many Hmong, Shou and Mai were quite young when they began having

children: He was twenty and she was thirteen when Sammy, the eldest, was born. Now

they have seven children, whose very names reflect the transformation of the Chers and

Hmong American culture: Sammy, born in a Thai refugee camp; Mai Jia "cool breeze
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girl; " she was the first child born in the United States, in Chicago. Paj Huab "flower

cloud;" she was born at home in Milwaukee. Jesse, Joshua, and Rebecca, named for

famous biblical characters, were also born in Milwaukee; they are the three children who

attend Kallen school. Gong Wendy "whispering pine; " the second name, "Wendy" was

chosen by the other children, in honor of the Peter Pan character; Gong Wendy was born

in Windigo.

Mai talks about the difficulties of having many children: "When you have one or

two, it is easier. Three is still easy. But four, five, six-~that is more difficult. When the

older ones know how to change diapers and take the little ones to use the bathroom, then

it is easier. But when they are still young it is still difficult. If Shou is not home, and it is

just me, I have to do everything."

When Shou was worfing twenty hours a day in Chicago it was hard for Mai at

home: "At that time I didn't know how to drive. I didn't know how to take the bus

because I didn't speak English. Shou would be gone all day and all night. When I needed

some milk or some diapers it was difficult." Shou and Mai are happy that their children

have mostly come in pairs--a boy, two girls, two boys, two girls. It is nice for the

children, and also a "blessing from God." Interestingly, Sammy, the eldest, has no one

with whom to be paired, although this past year he has been able to share a room and

much of his time with Alfred Lee.

One important memory that Shou and Mai have of their children is of the birth of

Paj Huab, the third child, at home in Milwaukee.

Shou recalls: "I remember one time when we had our third child, Paj Huab, in

Milwaukee, Mai had her labor in the house. I was in Chicago. Mai went to the hospital

for some treatment, but afterwards came home. But Paj Huab did not come home. She

had to be kept in the hospital for some checks, because she was delivered in the house.

So Mai was very sad at that time, too. Even crying. And I could not tell why. Because
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she had a baby, and she was home, and the baby was not home. So that was very hurtful

for the mother. For me it was OK, but I can see that it was hurtful for her."

I ask Mai, "Were you alone when Paj Huab was born?"

Mai replies: "Yeah. His brother and my sister-in-law were there, but at that time,

it was very early, about three in the morning, so I did not wake them up. But I felt

different, so I just sat down on the sofa about two or three hours. I couldn't get up. I felt

the baby coming out, so I caught her. At that time my brother-in-law and his wife came

and helped. It was the first time for them."

It is fascinating that, in the midst of labor, Mai chose not to disturb her brother

and sister-in-law. Moreover, she shows consideration for the fact that "it was the first

time for them" to help a woman after her delivery. In doing so she showed an interesting

combination of respect for others and individual resourcefulness. With such qualities, it

is no wonder that Mai has been able to keep strong extended family relationships and

maintain a household of active children while Shou is often away at work. Still, for the

past year, Mai has been worfing full-time herself putting computer cable together at a

factory that is a forty minute drive away. Without the support of her brother's family and

other help, raising seven young children while both parents work would be extremely

difficult.

When I asked them about their roles as parents, Shou replied:

"As a father I do certain things different from Mai. I don't help her a lot.

Sometimes I do some cleaning, but she does the most. And she knows everything. My

role is to discipline the children for whatever reason. I discipline more than her. She

does that, too. But in our tradition, the children do not respect the mother as much as the

father."

Shou pauses to shout across the room at one of his daughters: "Hey, Rebecca!

You need to quiet down please."
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Shou continues: "Discipline is necessary. God gives authority. I do more

discipline, and she does more caring. If I discipline very strongly and the children cry,

they can run to their mom. And their mom will say, OK, I am here to help you. But you

have to listen to your father--he is right. But Mai also disciplines very much. She carries

the children more than I do in certain ways."

"Sometimes they fight, and we have to judge. We call them together and say,

well, who is at fault? If they won't say, I say, Honestly. You know that God is with us

here right now. If you don't tell me the truth, God is going to punish you, don't you know

that? Tell me the truth! So they say, Well, actually this is what happened. And

sometimes Sammy says, Yes. I did this. So, because he tells me so honestly, I reduce my

punishment. I say, since you told me so honestly, I will give you one spank instead of

five. How's that? Is it fair? He says, Yes. It is fair. To the other one I will say, this is

part of your fault, too, because you returned fighting. If you are in the right, you do not

have to return fighting. You just have to let us know. If you fight back, then I have to

punish you, too. Remember two important things: One is that you are at fault. The other

is, next time, make peace. Because if next time you do not make peace, I am going to

come back to you and deal with this. I will punish more than this. Then they offer their

butts for the spanking. I will not spank anywhere. I will not spank arms, hands, or face,

or head or legs, or anywhere else. I know spanking hurts, and I know sometimes it can

destroy their body, too. So the only good place to spank is on their butts. I explain this to

them."

Despite this stress on discipline, Hmong adults whom I have met in the Cher

home seem to exhibit many non-aggressive characteristics when interacting with

children. Within the Cher family, children are given responsibility for themselves and

for each other, such as tafing care of each other at school; children share and cooperate

willingly, as I observed during our sledding adventures in the winter; and there is a great

deal of body contact between parents and children. On one visit to the Cher home, for
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example, I found Shou and two other adult Hmong males collectively caring for fifteen

small children. One man, perhaps a former "revolutionary" like Shou, was giving a bottle

to a baby. Thus, I have observed Hmong males as well as females serve as non-

aggressive, nurturing models for their children.

When I ask abOut the different characteristics or personalities of the children, Mai

and Shou tend to focus on qualities of helpfulness, respectfulness and educational

success:

Mai begins: "Paj Huab does everything that I want her to do. She does

everything slowly, but she listens to me when I say, do this or do that. She does

everything. She makes me happy." I recall that Paj Huab seemed to take a lot of

responsibility for the other children when they were sledding and later, when they

stopped for hot chocolate and coofies at my house.

"The other ones, like Mai Jia and Yisai and Joshua, when I have many things I

want them to do, they just do one thing. Sometimes they say, 'Mom, I'm not your slave! "

Mai laughs. "I will say, 'Mai Jia, put your shoes outside there.’ She says, 'No.‘ I say, 'put

Joshua's shoes outside.‘ She says, 'No. That's not my shoes."'

Shou and Mai take their children's school work very seriously. Shou says, "I

went to Paj Huab's teacher conference yesterday. She got all As, which is good. So, she

does most of the things at home, and she also does a good job at school. She works

slowly, though. Slow but good. She also reads the most books. She concentrates on

reading so much." At her school there is a "nuts about books" contest, and Paj Huab has

the most nuts on her T-shirt. Shou thinks the other children need to read more.

He continues: "I think my children follow some of my family's characteristics.

Paj Huab is find of slow, like me. The difference is that she does a quality job. Mai Jia

is totally different. She could care less. I mean, she does not care how beautiful she

writes. She just goes through it very fast. I do not have that characteristic. She can do

her homework, and she does not need help. However, neither one of them asks me for
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help with their homework. They know how to do it. Sammy I helped with a lot of

homework when he was in elementary school. Right now I say, no I cannot help you.

Your work is really too difficult for me. Besides, I am too busy. So he does it himself,

but he also has a different personality. He does not do much.

"We have a rule, that if you do certain things, you will receive certain rewards.

So, if they get all As from school, we will give them a certain prize. If they get As and

Bs, then we give them a certain lesser prize. If they get a C, then they receive a lesser

prize. So they know the rule, and if they listen to everything at home, the directives, and

say, OK, we'll do it, and they follow it, who ever follows most will get a special treat.

We let them go to certain places. For example, they like to watch TV on weekends. So I

say, OK, if you are the one who listens the most and does the most, you get the choice to

go and choose any videocassette that you want. So they do, and that helps, too. But

Sammy does not care. Because he knows that he does not want to do everything that we

ask him to do. He does not care. But when Paj Huab goes to the video store, he says,

Hey, Paj Huab. Choose this one. Then I say, No. She has the right to choose it or not.

But sometimes she just shows compassion and chooses the one that her brother asks for! "

Mai mentions that Sammy no longer wants to accompany the rest of the family on

most outings:

"Right now Sammy is bigger, and he does not follow us very much. If we go to

the store, or go anywhere, he does not want to go. When Alfred is not here, he doesn't

want to do things with us. He looks so different. Yesterday we were talfing. I said some

things that were not good to him. And he got angry, and said: The parents do not

understand the children, and the children don't understand the parents either.‘ Right now

Sammy is difficult."

Shou adds: "To be a parent at any period of time is difficult. When there is a

baby, it is difficult, because they can easily get sick. And when they are older it is
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difficult. The Hmong people used to say that, as a parent, you are parenting them from

the time they are babies until you are gone."

It is evident that Mai and Shou care deeply for their children and want what is

best for them. Like many Hmong refugee parents, neither of them has much formal

education, yet they encourage their children to do well in school, and find ways to

celebrate their accomplishments. They also are concerned that the children maintain

traditional values of respect towards their elders, and cooperate fully in household work

and other activities. In these ways Shou and Mai are not very different from many other

parents across America, or indeed across the world. However, they face a greater

challenge as refugees: For they seek to maintain familial relationships that have been

transcended in both time and space by the overwhelming changefulness of life in

postmodern America.

Relationships Across Generations

When I was growing up my heroes and heroines where my older brothers and

sisters. My eldest brother was the Cowboy, the one who had gone Out West to the

mountains, and who would return for Christmas in Michigan tanned, trim, and full of

stories. Two of my older sisters were Adventurers across the sea, sending me postcards

from France or Italy, writing about how they supported themselves cleaning houses or

worfing with small theater companies, writing more about their adventures in the hills of

Ireland or the islands of Greece. When I turned eighteen my parents were going to give

me a suitcase, and I was going to be an adventurer, too: This was my dream, a dream of

free wandering with the all the world before me. My brothers and sisters became heroes

and heroines as they broke loose from the family.

According to Coontz (1988) all families are based on complex relationships

involving a system of rights and obligations:

(The family) provides people with an explanation of their

rights and obligations that helps link personal identity to

social role. At the same time, the family constitutes an

arena where people can affect their rights and obligations.
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It is also...a place where people resist assignment to their

social roles or attempt to renegotiate those roles (2).

Family relationships play a large role in Shou Cher's narrative. The Hmong are

traditionally a patriarchal people, who honor obligations to fathers, elder brothers and

leaders, where the collective good tends to override the rights of the individual family

members (Dunnigan, 1982).

I am not a refugee, but I am a parent, and as the ninth of eleven children, I have a

lot of respect for parents who can manage the complexities and personalities of a large

household. Father to father, I ask Shou, "How do you keep a good relationship within the

family?"

Shou says: "One thing that we do is that when we eat, we eat together. The other

part of the relationship is to help your brothers and sisters. If he forgets to put his shoes

outside, you do it, because you help him. If you help him, he will appreciate it, and I also

will appreciate what you do. During the winter season we do not do certain things

tOgether. But in the warm weather we go outside and we play together.

"I remember last year we went to the park. And they had not experienced what

the park looked like. So we went there, and we walked in the woods, and they

complained to me and my wife, "There is nothing interesting here. We are bored." So

we were just walfing on the trail, and after that we walked into the woods. And then, in

the meantime, it was about to rain. And our baby was very small. And then there was

the sound of thunder and the flash of lightning, and they were very scared. And they

came together and stayed close to us, and we walked under the rain and we came back to

the car. The part of it that wasvery good is that it showed us we should keep the

relationship.

"One year I was in charge of the whole ministry in Michigan, and I was to direct

all of the ministers' families to do certain things. We were interested in going camping,

so we did. And certain ministers from all over the region, about six families, went

camping with us in the north. We didn't have a tent. So we made a teepee. We had the
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sticks bound up at the top, and we had a big, big piece of plastic. So we covered it up,

and we slept inside, the whole family. It was so frustrating, but it was so fun. I know it

was not so good, but my children helped me to set it up. So we enjoyed sleeping there."

Whereas in the United States Shou tries to foster family relationships through

activities such as going to the woods or the beach together, he grew up in a time and

place where relationships were fostered through collective work in the fields and forests.

Shou's account of how he gained his father's trust for the eventual move to Thailand

illustrates some of the dynamics of traditional Hmong parent and sibling relationships:

"I came to Thailand without my family. One thing was that my father was quite

old. He was not very strong to lead his family. I was grown, and I was strong and he

trusted me. He had a couple of sons, but I was the youngest and he trusted me because I

had proven myself. Earlier, when we moved to Sayaboury Province, he did not trust me.

I was quite young. We did not like the system running the country, so I mentioned that

we should go to Thailand. He said, 'No. We cannot do that. And you don't have the

knowledge--you are without knowledge to bring us there.‘ Which was putting me down a

lot.

"I did not mention anything. But about two years later, I and my brothers went to

a different village, walfing about three days. We wanted to move from our village to the

next village, because that place would grow things better. So we tried to." Shou recalls

that his older brothers had eyes for the girls of the local village, and little progress was

made in clearing the land for the new farm.

"So when we came home, I told my father, "No, it's not a good time for us to

move this year. I'm gonna tell you--the farm that we created was so small, and it's too

late to create a new one. One day my brothers came to farm, to create a farm out of the

forest, and the other two days they went with their girlfriends. I was the only one to stay

in the jungle the whole time, and can you do it yourself? No. I can't do that. I needed

their help." So my father believed me, and he asked my brothers if it was true, and they
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said, "Yeah, we don't have a really big farm. " So, we did not move. But that year, he

trusted me! So that year we tried to stay in the old village where we were, and then the

next year, I mentioned to move, and he trusted me, so we tried to move to another village.

And he also trusted me when I mentioned coming to Thailand. That's why he let me

come. You have to do something for your father to trust you! "

Shou's elder brothers rise and fall in his estimation to the extent that they can

fulfill their obligations to the family. My elder brothers and sisters gained my admiration

when they broke free of the family and struck out on their own. And yet, as I think of my

own children growing up in a society where individualism and conformity to consumer

culture is exalted and the wisdom of the very old and very young is forgotten, I find more

value in Shou's conception of familial duty and responsibility. In such a world, I believe

all of us must find some ways to meet the changing needs of the community, the family,

and the individual.

Duty to the Group

Shou says that it is very hard to get used to the "colder" relationships between

people in the large cities of America. He also recalls how, when he first arrived in

Chicago and wanted to break up a street fight between two men, his sponsor told him not

to get involved. This was a difficult lesson to learn. I ask him: "Many people in the

United States think we are missing a sense of community, a sense of responsibility for

each other. With your own children, what would you like them to believe when they are

out in the community and witness things like the street fight you saw in Chicago?"

Shou says: "That is a very good question. I do not know how they teach in

school. And I believe they teach a good way. But when they come home, here, we add

something. Since I am a minister and I have learned a lot about family counseling and

family changing, too. I actually add something which is good for the family--which my

great-grandfather practiced, too!"
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"Respect, relationship: For example, when my children come in, I say, 'You

should say, Hi.’ That's one thing that we should practice from teenage years on. I can see

that many people do not practice this. That is one thing, to keep your reputation where

you are, not to lower yourself down. Because when you show respect, people respect

you. When you do not respect people, you will lose your reputation, too."

Shou stops to call Mai Jia over, and he says to her, "I need you to wash this cup

for your little sister. Something down there is not clean. Thank you, girl."

"When they come home here, and they don't clean the house, I say, 'It's part of

yourjob. You should know that. You need to clean that, and I need to see that it's clean.‘

And so they do it. If they don't do it, I say, 'Do you understand what I said? Then, if you

understand, do it, as part of the family. And you know that you live in this house, and we

should do these things, that's part of what I want you to keep forever.‘ And I explain it,

and they do it. And we help one another. When we talk about religious stuff, and family,

too, we also say that when you do (your work) you receive a blessing from God. Because

you are worfing nicely for your family. And that is what the Bible says, too. I add

something to it which goes back to my great-great-grandfather, who practiced this, and so

did my family when I was young. We help each other. That is one thing that we keep.

At several points in our continuing conversations Shou has suggested that he

wants Sammy, his eldest, to be a leader, an example for the other children to respect. I

recall my own experiences with Sammy, sharing his Hmong worksheet at the Sunday

school, studying math, and playing chess and checkers. I say: "Sammy had been very

helpful to me when I was trying to follow the Hmong language lesson at the church.

Also, I have found him to be a hard-worfing student when I help him out with his math.

So there is a side of Sammy that wants to participate, to help, and do well."

Shou agrees, and tells me the following story: "I remember when we were in

Milwaukee and Sammy was the fast one to go to the elementary school. And I had such

high expectations for them: I thought that they knew everything. And I didn't bring them
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the first day of school. And all of the children went to school by themselves on the first

day. And they did not know which class they should go to. And I was not there. Sammy

was in second grade, and when Mai Jia went to school, he helped her look for her class.

He even went to the office and asked them where Mai Jia's class was. So when they

came back home, I said, 'I'm sorry. I should have gone with you to school. I did not

realize it would be difficult. I thought that you would know everything. It was so good

that you could do it.’

"What I think happened is this: Sammy would not do anything if he saw that his

father was there. If sometime his father is not there, he knows that he has the

responsibility to do it. But he is a little bit too harsh. Sometimes he is even more strict

with the other children than I am. Sometimes he might rnistreat them, and they say, He

beat me! He beat me! And Sammy says, Yeah, I beat them because they did this! I say,

yes, but it is too harsh. You should not do that.

"I remember when I was about his age or a little bit older. I used to carry my

youngest sister who is now in Minnesota. One time we were walfing, just me and her

and the older ones, but they didn't take care of her. There was a very steep ravine. There

was not water in there, but it was about five feet across and fifteen feet deep. And my

youngest sister could not cross it. My older sister and brother did not carry her, they just

went ahead by themselves. So I had to wait for her. I even put her on my back, and tried

to find a way to carry her over. I remember that event today."

Shou believes that Sammy is like that young boy who carried his sister: He may

not go out of his way to look for good deeds to perform, but when they need him, he

helps his siblings across the ravines that separate the world of their home from the world

of the American school and society.
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The Dialogue

I ask Shou and Mai, "Do the children communicate important issues with you?"

Mai responds: "Sometimes they have troubles, but they are afraid to tell their

father, because they think maybe he will beat them. So they tell me about it. They

explain it to me, and I explain it to Shou. So, if we have time, we call the ones who have

trouble together, and talk to them."

She responds thoughtfully: "I'd like to talk to them about it, but I don't think it

would work. So almost always, we don't talk. Mostly the girls talk to their mothers.

And then the boy does not go to the father much. He goes to his trusting friends. This is

what happens in the Hmong community a lot. "

Shou then tells me a story which reflects his own difficulties in communicating

with his father when he was Sammy's age:

"I did not talk to my father very much at that age. It was the only night that I

talked to my father, the one night in the world that I never will erase from my brain, the

only night. That night we talked as special guests. We talked about everything!

"I was quite sick. Back at that time we did not have good medication, and my

father was an opium man. So we used opium as a medication. I was sick and he and I

had to smoke opium together.

That special night

I do not know how we began,

but I talked,

he talked,

I talked

he talked.

We talked about brothers and sisters.

We talked about special accidents we had seen.

I talked about some events I had experienced,

and the kinds offriends I saw.

And I remember we talked about hunting, trapping.

That is the part that is still in my brain: The way I hunt, the way I trap,

and hunting squirrels.

I talked to him about the time

I went with a very poorly-conditioned gun,

and there was a squirrel running above me
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from branch to branch.

And I shotfrom behind it,

and the bullet went right through it,

and the squirrel was stuck up there!

So I tried every way, but I

could not quite reach it.

It was about,

oh,

as high as this house.

And thatplace was slippery, too.

So I tried every way, and I took a long time,

about halfofthe day,

to get the squirrel,

andfinally I got it.

I also talked about the the

I went with my uncle to hunt.

We went huntingfor about two days,

far away.

walking in the woods about three days.

Then we went to a different rocky mountain, and

somehow,

I missed myfamily so much

when we were in the jungle

and we were quite high

on the rocky mountain.

I was looking back

to the rocky mountain where we lived,

which was to the north,

by the Mekong River.

When I talked to myfather

I said,

"I missed you guys very much at that time.

I had a sense that,

ifI could be back with myfamily,

I would."

"So, I talked a lot about those things!" Shou laughs. "It was the only night I

talked to myfather. "

I say to Shou, "It's hard for fids to talk to their fathers."

Shou agrees. "It's hard I do not know how we can break that wall. Because so

many teenagers do not like to talk to their parents. I'd like to break that wall, but right

now, I and my son Sammy do not agree about many things. Not everything, but some

things we do not agree about."
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Perhaps what Shou, Sammy, and all parents and children need is something with

the power of an opium cure, but with the more lasting effect of opening channels of

communication. Like the stories of Leonard Covello and Richard Rodriguez that appear

in chapter one, Shou's story of his "only night" of dialogue with his father and of his own

inability to communicate with his eldest son illustrate the gulf of silence that often

separates parents from children, a gulf that is widened when children spend their lives in

the cultural borderlands between home, school and the street.

Walker-Moffat (1995), who has spent years worfing with Southeast Asian

refugees in the camps of Thailand and in the United States, argues that young pe0ple like

Sammy may be having more difficulties at school or with their parents because of their

changing cultural scripts. To some extent, they are emulating the behavior of other

Americans whom they meet at school:

While most Hmong students continue to be models of

"correct" behavior, more and more Hmong youngsters are

acting like other school children: sfipping school, hanging

out at shopping malls, and giving priority to being regarded

as "cool" by their fellow students. Changes in Hmong

children's behavior at school implies that their cultural

scripts are changing. They are no longer just Hmong.

They are Hmong American (111).

Such changing cultural scripts, and the changing values that accompany them, can cause

tension and a breakdown of communication within homes such as the Chers. Such

tensions are exacerbated when children wish to conform to the standards of a highly

materialistic culture whose values and income are beyond the scope of their refugee

parents.

A Material World

It is late Saturday evening at the Cher house and I sit on one of the used couches

in the living room talking to Shou about family. Nearby Sammy and Alfred sit, watching

a movie on the television. The bright, pulsating flashes from the TV are the only light in

the room. Although I am in conversation with Shou, my eyes are mostly on the TV

screen. In the movie two modem-day gladiators are fighting before a well-dressed crowd
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in some futuristic Las Vegas. One defeats the other, and then looks to the crowd for a

sign. Unanimously, they turn their thumbs down, and with that the victorious wrestler

grabs the head of his prostrate opponent, gives it a hard twist, breaks his neck, and leaves

him lying dead, to the cheers of the assembled throng. Sammy and Alfred watch on with

expressionless faces, while I get ready to go home and help rock the children to sleep, and

wish them sweet dreams...

On a later visit, Shou and Mai inform me that they are limiting the amount of

television that the fids watch. When I ask why, Shou response indicates that the sexual

content of television programs concerns him more than their violence:

"We settled in the United States, and everywhere in this country there are

televisions and commercial things. Some things are not good to watch; they are dirty,

bad, or could be adapted to the family and that wouldn't be good. This is one reason why

I do not want them to watch. But another thing is that, whatever they watch, even if it is

just Sesame Street, I will not let them watch on weekdays, because their homework will

not be done. Besides, if they just spend their time watching TV, they do not help in the

family's work. So there are a couple of reasons. We watch many video movies, but the

parts that are not good to watch we do not let them watch. Sometimes we think it is not

good for children to watch, but we still let them watch. For example, Kung Fu. Kung Fu

is nothing that we can adapt to our family. It is just fun to watch, so I let them watch it.

Or like Power Rangers. I do not like to watch Power Rangers, but they are so attracted

to it. But they also watch Baywatch, which I do not agree with. I do not want you to

watch it. I explain it to them, but I do not put a very strict rule about it, so sometimes

they watch Baywatch.

"The most important reason is the homework. With too much TV, they will not

get their homework done. And any movie that they copy, or adapt to themselves, I say,

No. This is not good for you to do. If you copy it, I will not let you watch anymore. For

example, ninja turtles. Ninja turtles have the weapon that is the stick with the rope. The
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children tried to make that. I said, No. You have to destroy it or put it away. Or if they

try to copy Power Rangers, I say, No. You will not do it. If you do it, I will not let you

watch it anymore."

Besides his disapproval of sexually explicit content found in shows such as

Baywatch, Shou mentions several times that he does not want his children to "adapt"

violent material from television to family situations. He seems to have a strong belief in

the power of television to change the personalities of his children and alter family

relationships. This belief is exemplified in a story involving Sammy, a friend from the

neighborhood, and a nintendo game:

”Across the street we have a neighbor, and he is very good to me, too. He has a

son who is a little bit older than Sammy. They came over and I let them watch TV. And

I trusted them a lot. But one thing that happened when his other friend came over, and I

was totally mad. They came and played nintendo on the TV and spent a whole half day,

and the next day, too. So I said: I demand that you stop. These find of games I want to

destroy. I don't want you to play anymore. And I also said, you are his friend, but I tell

you: You and Sammy better stop it. I don't like this find of playing.

"We actually have a nintendo game, because of relative gave it to us. But after

that I said, No. It will destroy my family. They were just doing adookat, adookat,

adookat, all the time, and they fought. So we put it away. No more."

The pressures of living in a materialistic culture are felt strongly in the Cher

family. Television has a strong impact on the fids, and so do the expensive clothing

styles of other children. Mai suggests that such materialism seems to threaten the Chers'

budget as well as their family relationship:

”With the younger children, if I buy any clothes for them, they say they like

them. But Sammy, no. Right now he chooses the expensive clothes, so that is difficult

for us. If his friend wears the expensive shoes and clothes, he wants to dress like his
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friend. So I say, my family is not rich. We are poor. So you have to wear the cheaper

clothes. Right now he says No."

In her study of the history of the concept of "family," Coontz (1988) says:

The expansion of democratic capitalism may have freed

families from older political and social hierarchies, but it

has subjected them to other hierarchies of consumerism and

envy (4).

Youths from socioeconomically marginalized groups are placed in a particular dilemma

when they find themselves in a highly materialistic culture with few material resources of

their own. In the Twin Cities, where a sizable Hmong population resides, Ungar (1995)

reports that Hmong youth, especially boys, "develop American habits and tastes without

the means to pay for them; they become highly Americanized without being socially

integrated" (189). Through his clothes, his hairstyle and his choice of games, Sammy is

perhaps trying to find his identity as a young American, hoping to find acceptance

through a show of outward conformity.

Psychologist Erik Erikson (1959a) writes that identity crises are particularly acute

for minority youth. Such crises "come when their parents and teachers, losing trust in

themselves and using sudden correctives in order to approach the vague but pervasive

Anglo-Saxon ideal, create violent discontinuities" (96). Indeed, Erikson argues that

American elementary schools are generally tolerant places, but that minority students in

the schools would eventually have to face the reality of their own difference, and their

exclusion from the dominant group:

Children of these ages seem remarkably free of prejudice

and apprehension, preoccupied as they still are with

growing and learning and with new pleasures of association

outside their families. Many individual successes, on the

other hand, only expose the...children of mixed

backgrounds and maybe differing endowments to the shock

of American adolescence: the standardization of

individuality and the intolerance of "dijference." (143)

Ogbu's (1982) argument that "cultural discontinuities" exist between the home and the

school, causing some groups of minority youth to rebel while others excel, provides a
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more recent interpretation of this dilemma of adaptation. Youth from minority cultural

groups are often asked to adapt to a dominant culture that rejects the cultural worth of

their group identities, and defines them primarily in material terms.

Match

Shou recognizes that social pressures to conform lie behind his son's wish to buy

certain brands of clothing: "That is a very difficult point. I just think that we have to

explain and explain and he will just have to understand, and we will have to understand

him. I know it is very difficult for him, because he wants it a certain way. I remember he

asked to buy a $70 watch. I said, No. Please accept my no, because I myself wouldn't

even try to get one. We cannot afford to buy one like that. And suppose we could afford

to buy one for you. What about the other ones? It is not fair. As a family we have to do

things fairly. So he was kind of mad, but he had to accept it.

"According to this society, it is part of parenting that you cannot accept your

children‘s opinion all the time, and you cannot just force them to do what you want all the

time. But in Hmong society, you cannot do anything that you want, unless your parents

trust you so much that they think you can do a good job. Then you say, father I want to

do this. What do you think? If he doesn't trust you, then whatever you do, he will say no.

If you want to do something, you have to gain his trust. "

"When I was still young, about Sammy's age, my older stepbrother, who was

about twenty years old, had stopped going to school, and was trying to do something else.

And he was not cooperating and doing the farm with the family. He was old enough, so

he asked my father to provide some money to him to make a business. And my father

trusted him enough, so he gave him a certain amount of money to start a business. After

about three months the business was gone. Everything was gone. He could not make a

profit. So my father was quite sad. And then after that, my stepbrother asked to buy a

watch. Back where I lived a watch was very costly, and there was a very nice but very

expensive Japanese watch. My brother asked to have one, and my father said: 'No. I am
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not going to buy you one. Besides, I don't have much money to buy you one.‘ So my

stepbrother said, 'Why won't you buy me one? I am going to run away!‘ My father said:

'I don't have money to buy one. Remember, you promised me you would make profits

from your business, and you didn't. So I don't have money to buy you a watch. If you

marry, yes, I can provide any help to you. But to buy a watch for you, no, I am not going

to do it.‘

"The reason I tell this story is this: In youth, there is mistrust and

misunderstanding. Or you are judged wrong. Like Sammy, if I don't trust him one time,

or two, three or four times, then I will just tell him, I'm sorry. If you misunderstand him

one, two, three times, then the record is there. You cannot trust for him to do other

things. And whatever you say, your parent will not believe it."

A watch keeps time, and for Sammy, and Shou's elder brother before him, having

a watch meant keeping up with the times. Moreso for Sammy, it may signify an outward

show of conformity to a set of dominant American values, and an attempt to belong to a

group beyond his family and Hmong community. For Shou, the watch also keeps time,

the number of times that misunderstandings have occurred, that trust has been gained or

lost. For refugee parents like Shou who are attempting to foster traditional values among

children growing up in a materialist culture, it must often seem that time is running out.

Preparing for the Future

Like all parents, Shou Cher has certain hopes and dreams for his children's future:

"Back when I was in Milwaukee, I also participated in schools quite a bit. I was

trained as a PPP--something about Parents, Progress, and Participation in school. I got a

certificate for that training too. After I got that I also learned about preparing my kids to

go to college. I hope that they will go to college. To tell you honestly, I would like them

to be involved in religious things. Missionaries, or ministers, or something like that. But

I do not know if that will be the choice of God, or if they will take that choice. But I also

know that certain things like computer science or medical science are highly paid.
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Shou has high hopes for his children's educational future. However, he is

concerned that teenage marriage, a traditional practice of the Hmong, could threaten the

girls' chances for education. Marriages of girls as young as twelve still occur within the

Hmong community in America (Trueba, Jacobs and Kirton, 1990; Ungar, 1995).

Shou tells me the following story of a young Hmong girl who got married

recently in Windigo: "She was one of the girls who was in elementary school and did

not even go to high school yet. Somehow, a boy met her--some time, somewhere, I do

not know. And then she just kept on communicating with him, and after all she did not

graduate. She stopped at maybe grade seven."

"One thing that is a danger. Most of the Hmong people, the girls, didn't pass high

school. They would get married before high school. Mai Jia is getting very close to that

age. That is the only thing that I am quite scared of. I'd like her to go to school. I‘d

prefer that my daughters finish college. But at least high school." Shou laughs as he

adds, "Which I haven't made yet!"

In her study of the Hmong in Seattle, Donnelly (1994) finds that amid the flux of

economic, political, cultural and social changes facing their communities, Hmong

respondents insist that they can remain "Hmong" as long as they maintain certain social

relationships and respect within the family. Donnelly writes:

The particular social forms can be identified not by the

actual content or goals of actions, but by the lines of respect

and authority they embody. These place each person in two

hierarchies: gender and age (1994: 184).

In some ways the Cher family challenges the traditional Hmong relational hierarchies

identified by Donnelly. Clearly, Shou, as father, holds a position of traditional power,

and both he and Mai expect a high degree of obedience from their children. The fact that

the children, such especially Sammy and Mai Jia, are beginning to question parental

authority indicates a degree of acculturation to American youth behaviors among the

children. More interesting is the fact that Shou, as male head of the family, actively

encourages his daughters' academic success. Breaking with a traditional pattern, he



178

seems insistent that the girls get an education first and wait to get married. Just as when

he questioned the fairness of a traditional society that denied opportunities to his educated

older sister, in encouraging the education of his daughters Shou exhibits fundamental

egalitarian principles, although he also assumes to know what is best for them.

Donnelly (1994) has suggested that, as Hmong such as the Chers move in the

direction of nuclear families based on married couples, rather than extended families

based around the patrilineal clan, individualism inevitably becomes a feature of the

household. Such individualism reflects pressures from the dominant society, as Donnelly

explains: .

Teachers, doctors, social workers, co-workers and

employers all expect individual family members to speak

up, to decide for themselves, and to look out for their own

benefit (189). .

Unfortunately, what is often lost in this societal expectation of individualism are the

potential communal strengths of households such as the Chers where children and parents

are still expected to help and take responsibility for each other.

Making Peace in the Hmong Family

The Hmong community in Windigo faces its own conflicts brought on by

generational and religious differences, extensive poverty, and the difficulties of refugees

who find themselves part of a rapidly changing culture. Through his life experiences he

has learned that helping one another is the glue that holds the Hmong community

together, and mutual support could help build the larger community as well:

"In my culture helping one another keeps us glued together. I need help from

someone else, and then they need my help. I help them with speaking and translating,

because I have stayed longer in the United States, and I help with what I know. But I also

need help regarding time, regarding strength or hands. We help each other a lot."

Clan relationships, as well as relationships with other Hmong from the church and

community, remain very important for the Chers. Shou tells me that if he travels
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anywhere in the world and meets a Cher family, that family must take him in and support

him, and likewise he must do the same for all Chers. He explains:

"In a local community we have different kinds of organizations, but we always

organize to the clan name. We keep that very, very strict If you deny your last name,

your clan, then you have denied the whole Hmong people. And you should not deny it.

We have some ways to adopt, but even if you adopt, you should not deny your clan. I am

of the Cher family, and I want to adopt the Yang family. I can do that, yes. I become a

Yang family member. But I do not deny the Cher family. Because somehow, a sickness

in the spiritual world will effect your life in a spiritual way. Do not deny your family. I

think that is a very strict rule that we never write down, but it is written in our brains-~Do

not deny your clan."

The Cher clan of Michigan has elected Shou to chair a committee dedicated to

finding ways to improve the relationship within families and across the larger family of

the clan:

" My duty to the Cher family is to be a peacemaker." Shou translates from a

paper he has from the last Cher clan meeting: "The position is 'community relationship

and peace for the Cher families'. This is not a paid job, it is a volunteer job. The reason

we need this is because the Hmong people who came to the United States have lost the

communication between families and friends, the kind of friendship we had back in Laos.

Our plan is to have the kind of relationship between the Cher families among us in the

state, and my plan is to go on and work deeper within families, with parents and children.

The reason I plan to do that is because the communication, relationship and peace in each

family is also destroyed, is already damaged. The children have lost trust in their parents

and the parents have lost control of their children. If I can, I would like to do two

seminars, one for the Cher families, to build a relationship between families. The other

seminar will be about the relationship within families." It is likely that this effort to build
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relationships and open channels of communication within the Cher clan is influenced by,

and influences, Shou's work as a liaison between school and community.

Shou, like other Hmong parents with whom I have talked, seems worried by the

specter of Hmong youth gangs.

"1 have heard that the Asian young people have gotten some bad attitudes here in

the United States. I am talking about gangsters, very young people, even twelve to

fifteen. In Detroit, Milwaukee, St. Paul, Fresno-almost everywhere my own people live.

Looking back to two decades ago when we lived in Laos and presently here, it is totally

different, it is totally upside down. We need to work out something, somehow, some

way. I want to find out what the reason is for this. It is not the children's fault. It is not

the parents' fault. But we have to work together on it."

Though relatively few Hmong youth appear to be involved in gangs in Windigo

(Alfred has told me that there are some Hmong gang members at his high school,

although he doesn't claim to know them personally), there has been a good deal of media

attention on a few cases, such as the Xou Yang case in California, where a Hmong

adolescent was involved in the murder of an elderly German tourist (Sabbag, 1995). For

Shou it is an upside down world when children lose their respect for elders, and their

sense of familial and community relationship, frnding their sense of belonging in gangs

instead. Many Hmong elders fear that their children are not only losing their Hmong

values, but losing their humanity as well.

For Shou, however, helping others extends beyond his clan and includes the entire

Hmong community. His home is a center for Hmong community activity. Every night

he has visitors, many of whom stay late into the evening. He believes "it is very good to

have someone who cares for you enough that they visit you." Though much of his work

is with members of his own church, Shou says he has been able to develop some strong

relationships with non-Christians as well:
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"A woman, a member of a family who were not Christian at all, got sick back in

March. I was asked to pray for them, so I did. That first night they asked me to commit

them to the Lord, because our culture is so religious in a special way. So we went to

their house and prayed every night. Even though I worked early in the morning and came

back late because I had to go to class, too, I would stay up to midnight to support the

lady, and by doing that we were getting so close to one another. And since then we have

been helping one another back and forth.

"Helping glues us together. They respect me and I respect them. I help them with

whatever I know. It is so sad within our culture and community if you know something

and never help someone else. However much I know, however rich or poor I am, in my

culture, you give and receive help. People will say, 'Oh, he does not need help. He does

not need help.‘ When you pass away, people will say, 'Oh, he does not need help.’ So

those turning help away are few.

"I was considering moving out of Windigo after I got shot, but the help glues me

to here. I cannot unglue it! I just have to stick to it."

Webster's defines clan in this way: "In certain primitive societies, a tribal

division, usually exogamous, of matrilineal or patrilineal descent from a common

ancestor." Like Webster's, many Americans like to think of tradition-rich groups such as

the Hmong as primitive. Yet, consider what clan membership means to Shou Cher:

When he needs assistance, his clan, which he also calls hisfamily, is there to help him.

When he travels, his clan will take him in. When he needs work, as he did when he

applied to work at Horace Kallen school, his clan nominates him for a job. In return, he

works for the clan, and beyond, for all the Hmong community. Acknowledging common

ancestors, it is an easy step for the Hmong to refer respectquy to their unrelated kin as

uncle or brother. Traditional relationships help keep the Hmong glued together, as Shou

has suggested. In a wealthy nation where many Americans go hungry and homeless, and

many others worry about what will happen to them and their families if they lose their
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jobs, or their health fails, the Hmong have a community support network that provides

economic, social, and psychological support. Which is the primitive society?

The Role of Generativity

Caught between the different cultural expectations of home and society,

immigrant youth find themselves forced to identify with the ways of their parents, the

ways of the dominant culture, or neither. The effect of this clash of cultural ways on

immigrant children and families has been widely researched (e.g., Handlin, 1951; Takaki,

1993; Berrol, 1995).

Specifically with the Hmong, Moore (1990) finds that teenagers tend to identify

themselves in three ways: As American-Hmong, with an emphasis on assimilating to the

dominant culture; as Hmong Americans, with an emphasis on holding onto traditions; and

as Rebels, who reject both the dominant culture and the traditions of their parents, while

embracing the excesses of reckless freedom and consumerism. Although their parents

seem to fear that some of their children are becoming Rebels, Sammy, Mai Jia, and the

others appear to be trying their best to build a bridge between Hmong and Anrerican

cultural contexts. This is exemplified by their efforts in the Hmong church youth group

to engage parents in a meaningful dialogue about intergenerational issues and education.

This suggests that these youth see themselves as Hmong Americans, but with an

understanding that Hmong culture in America is not a mere reflection of the Hmong

culture in Laos of twenty years ago, but is changing and growing. These youth seem

intent on helping to explain these changes to parents who have not acculturated as much

to the United States, and who fear loss of traditional values (Rick and Forward, 1992).

Parents face much competition in their role as primary educators of children from

mass media, other youths, and the schools. Parents who differ from the dominant society

culturally, linguistically or socioeconomically often experience additional difficulties in

communicating with children who believe that to become like other Americans, they need

to distance themselves from the home. When children turn their backs on these parents,
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they lose touch with a valuable source of learning and wisdom, and their parents may

become further isolated from both their children and the dominant culture.

Psychologists have long stressed the importance for children and parents of

generativity, the process whereby members of the older generation pass on something of

value to members of the younger generation. Erik Erikson (1950) states:

The fashionable insistence on dramatizing the dependence

of children on adults often blinds us to the dependence of

the older generation on the younger one. Mature man

needs to be needed, and maturity needs guidance as well as

encouragement from what has been produced and must be

taken care of. Generativity, then, is primarily the concern

in establishing and guiding the next generation (266).

Generativity represented the seventh healthy stage in Erikson's life cycle; denied the

opportunity to guide the younger generation, mature adults may face stagnation and

despair.

An immigrant himself, Erikson was aware of the special importance of

generativity for newcomers in a strange land, as the following case study of an elderly

immigrant illustrates:

The old man stands midway between those who are driven

by inner conflicts or unmanageable drives and those who

have been driven fiom soil and home. Their common

symptoms betray a common state in their egos which has

lost active mastery and the nourishing exchange of

community life...Homesick-ness turns into a self-accusation

for having abandoned a land one was actually driven from.

In other words, the ego's capacity for initiative is

inactivated by a conspiracy of historical fate and personal

history (Erikson, 1959bz88-89).

Erikson insists that adult immigrants, therefore, must continue developing, and continue

learning in their adopted home. In this way they can initiate the process of generativity,

and provide guidance to children who are torn between the often conflicting worldviews

of home, school, and the street. Interestingly, Shou and Mai Cher seem to have been able

to guide their children, and other young people of the Hmong community in Windigo, in

greater understanding of aspects of both Hmong and American culture through their

learning and participation in the church and the school. They have fostered the creation
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of a Christian youth group that fulfills a social, educational, and religious purpose for

their children; they encourage their children to do well in school, and Shou's work with

the school system allows him to gain an insiders view of the problems and possibilities

his children encounter in their education. Moreover, Shou's commitment to earn a high

school diploma serves to highlight the value of education for all the children.

Among the four types of generativity identified by Kotre (1984), cultural

generativity, the passing on of relevant cultural beliefs, traditions and values, seems most

relevant to the life of new Americans such as the Chers. Shou seems to recognize that

many things from his native culture are being transformed or lost over time; yet he still

insists on passing on two key values of relationship and respect to the next generation.

As we shall see in the next chapter, he seeks through his work with school and

community to pass on these values to all children. Moreover, Shou's work as a

community liaison illustrates that schools can also play an important part in the process

of generativity: By actively working to open channels to parents from diverse cultures,

Horace Kallen School supports the process of generativity by legitimizing parents'

educational role. In this way, the school both acknowledges and benefits from the

education that takes place within homes and between generations.
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Blessed are the peacemakers,

for they shall be called children of God.

Matthew, 5:9

Horace Kallen school sits in a residential, working-class neighborhood a few

blocks south of the interstate highway that divides Windigo into two unequal parts. Its

dark, brick exterior conceals somewhat the sounds and sights of the life within its walls,

life which shows out briefly through student drawings peeping out at passerbys through

classroom windows. Inside, visitors are greeted by the words "welcome" in the many

languages of the school. The walls are lined with self-portraits and autobiographical

statements of each of the children. Upstairs, the school library is contains countless

volumes of multicultural stories and textbooks, arranged by continent and language. In

one comer there is a piano, and several children are participating in a music lesson led by

a volunteer music major from the university. Back in the hallway, a hubbub drifts up

from the gymnasium/cafeteria downstairs. There, children are gathered for the free or

reduced lunches, served and supervised by bilingual aides from over a dozen different

countries. The room is lined with the flags of the United Nations.

Outside, on the playground, it is a warm, overcast Friday in early May. Children

who have been cooped up indoors for so much of the long winter run and shout happily.

In the dirt near the monkey bars, I come across Yisai Cher playing marbles with two

Vietnamese girls. They each squat about five feet apart, and take turns trying to hit each

others' marbles, all the while smiling excitedly. The previous week I had scarcely noticed

Yisai, the smallest boy on the soccer field, until it was time to go in for classes. Then,

without being asked, he collected the bright orange pylons that we use for goals and

carried them into the gym.

Today Shou Cher joins us on the soccer field. He plays hard, even in his street

shoes and dress pants, and shouts encouragement to his nine-year old teammates. The

185
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children shout to each other in a variety of languages, but English is foremost. Many of

their parents come from nations known to anyone familiar with recent US. military

history: Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia, Iraq, Bosnia, Haiti. A sliding tackle causes a

Vietnamese and a Haitian boy to get into a shoving match, and hot words are exchanged.

Shou intervenes, separates the two, and bends down to talk with them at eye level.

Because of his soft voice I cannot hear clearly what he is saying to them until the last

words: "OK, you two, I want you to make peace and be friends."

Schools such as Horace Kallen must address multiple levels of conflict in the lives

of children and communities. City leaders surveyed in 1994 by the National League of

Cities (1996) ranked gang activities, school violence, and ethnic conflict among the top

ten worsening conditions facing their citizenry, and during that same year, one out of

seven teachers responding to a survey by the National Center for Education Studies

reported being attacked or threatened by a student (Nicklin, 1996). While departments of

teacher education are beginning to prepare teachers to manage violence in the classroom,

more and more teachers in the field are filing civil lawsuits against violent students, and

some teachers unions are calling for "zero tolerance" legislation that will require

suspension or expulsion of students who behave violently (Reske, 1996; Nicklin, 1996).

What are the causes of such conflict? Jonathan Kozol (1991) has effectively

documented the savage inequalities which deny equal educational opportunity to poor

children, who realized all too soon that the schooling they receive will offer them little

chance for success in life. Ogbu (1982) has examined the cultural discontinua'es between

the school and minority communities, and how resistance to an educational system that

would seem to divide them from their peers and their families is a natural reaction for

children of involuntary minority status.1 Yet, in spite of an increasing awareness of

 

1 Ogbu makes a distinction between voluntary and involuntary minorities. In his view, voluntary

minorities include groups such as immigrants who have chosen to come to the United States, and who

typically view school as a vehicle for social and economic success. Involuntary minorities include Native

Americans, Mexican Americans and African Americans--groups who have been forced into American

society as a result of wars, slavery, etc. Such groups have traditionally occupied the lowest socioeconomic
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potential causes for conflict, American schools are still strongly influenced by a larger

societal urge to enforce norms of behavior, and, in the words of Michel Foucault (1977),

to "discipline and punish." Bat-wielding principals such as Joe Clark are lionized in

movies such asW,uniformed policemen and metal detectors are fixtures in

many public schools, and newer, bigger prisons are being built to handle those students

who are not sufficiently disciplined by their school experience.

Foucault (1977) documents the rise of a new system to "discipline and punish"

offenders in the early 19th century. Primary to this system was the establishment of

norms of behavior, and a continuum of enforcement that connected schools, asylums,

prisons, and other public institutions:

A certain significant generality moved between the least

irregularity and the greatest crime: it was no longer the

offense, the attack on the common interest, it was the

departure from the norm, the anomaly; it was this that

haunted the school, the asylum or the prison (299).

Foucault's analysis poses an important question to American educators today: How does

one judge normal behavior when norms from different socioeconomic and cultural groups

come into conflict? Moreover, when factors such as poverty, abuse, and a metaculture of

violence and materialism influence the behavior of children, punishing the child, or

attempting to "manage" the violence in isolation, may not be the answer (Lindquist,

1995). Rather than merely maintaining discipline, it is perhaps time for educators to

become peace makers in a diverse society, between children and adults with different

cultural backgrounds and belief systems. In his foreward toW

Amms (1994), Henry Trueba writes:

Could anyone really question the universal need for

healing? The daily stories about hatred, cruelty, war, and

conflict dividing nations, regions, states, cities, and

neighborhoods reveal clearly the open wounds and hurts of

many. We all carry profound emotional injuries that affect

 

positionsinsociety,andchildrenfrom thesegroupsoftenseenohopeofadvancementtluougheducation;

rather, they see schools as another form of cultural domination, to be resisted.
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another deeper sense of self and the ability to recognize

who we are individually and collectively (viii).

George and Louise Spindler (1994) offer cultural therapy as an answer for educators

who would address the multiple conflicts which divide individuals, families, and ethnic

and socioeconomic groups in society. Cultural therapy is a process of healing that

involves several steps. First, participants (teachers, students, families, and others) must

acknowledge that cultural conflicts exist and make the nature of such conflict explicit.

Next, participants must address how this conflict involves their enduring and situated

selves. The enduring self is a sense of continuity with one's past and social identity,

whereas the situated self is pragmatic, contextualized, and adaptable to changing

conditions of everyday life. The enduring self can become endangered when it is

"violated too often or too strongly by the requirements of the situated self...(This)

certainly occurs as children and youth of diverse cultural origins confront school cultures

that are antagonistic to the premises and behavioral patterns of their own culture" (14).2

Finally, cultural therapy addresses the requirements for instrumental competence in

schools, which includes academic skills as well as the social skills suitable for

participation in the larger society. For example, teachers would be encouraged to prepare

members of minority cultures for the requirements of test-taking, while acknowledging

that test—taking is predicated on the ritualized norms of Anglo—oriented schools.

The healing principles of cultural therapy offer a framework for interpreting the

work of Horace Kallen school with immigrant children and communities. By making

diverse cultures and languages an important part of its focus, the school seeks to

acknoledge the enduring selves of its students, valuing the uaditions and beliefs of their

families, while at the same time preparing them with the instrumental competencies they

 

2 I consider the work ofthe Spindlers to be ofparticular relevance to this discussion ofthe schooling of

members of minority cultures. My use of the cultural therapy to frame the interpretations within this

chapter, however, should not be seen as a departure to previous frameworks I have utilized to conceptualize

identity. Rather, the Spindlers offer a cultural and sociological perspective which I believe complements

the psychological perspectives offered by Lifton's proteanism (as well as Eriksonian and Vygotskian

concepts of identity).
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will need to adapt successfully to life within the dominant culture. Through the use of

community liaisons such as Shou Cher and monthly meetings with parents, the school

seeks to mediating between different worldviews, cultures, and ideologies, explaining

the viewpoints of parents to school personnel, and explaining school policies and societal

laws to immigrant groups such as the Hmong. Finally, through his role as "peacemaker"

between various cultures at Kallen school Shou Cher has engaged in the process of

making peace with America. In many ways his job as community liaison has been the

antidote for the lingering psychic wounds and sense of alienation that he felt after being

shot in 1994.

A Focus School for Language and Culture

Horace Kallen is a focus school within the Windigo school district for the

development of a multicultural/multilingual learning community. A school brochure

states that "the Horace Kallen School promotes a positive international, interethnic and

interracial climate by identifying, sharing and supporting cultural values from our Global

Learning Community." A majority of the approximately three hundred students at the

school come from families which have recently immigrated from places such as Laos,

Vietnam, Iraq, Mexico, and Haiti. Ninety percent of the students Speak a first language

other than English, and the school uses bilingual teaching aides extensively, along with

specialized English as a Second Language (ESL) instruction for some students. Families

choose to send children to Horace Kallen because the school claims to value diverse

languages and cultures and encourages ongoing dialogue between the school and

linguistic minority communities. The school also plays an active role in educating the

wider community in Windigo. School staff and children regularly participate in city-wide

educational conferences and cultural festivals. Kallen also publishes and disseminates

various materials, including a booklet on cultural traditions whose writers included

refugee children and parents, teachers, the principal, the mayor of Windigo, and the

president of the local university.
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The school is guided by Diana Canek, an innovative and politically astute

principal who has developed a program designed to meet the needs of largely low-

income, non-native speakers of English and their families. The school, now in its third

full year of operation, is a direct descendant of Windigo school district's Center for

Bilingual Instruction, which Canek used to lead. When the opportunity arose to create a

public school of choice within the district, Canek and some of her colleagues jumped at

the chance to create a school where language and culture would provide the thematic

focus for an elementary school. The school has had the most "choice" applications of any

school in the district, and now has a growing waiting list of families who wish to enroll

their children. Hmong children make up one of the largest ethnic groups at Kallen,

perhaps because their parents value the access to teachers and administrators through

community liaisons and monthly parent meetings.

Diana Canek's views on culture have been strongly influenced by Edward Hall's

WW:(1959), but also by her own experiences as a child moving between

languages and cultures. She grew up speaking fluent Portuguese and Spanish and quite

comfortable in the cultural environments of Brazil, Chile and Guatemala where her

parents worked as diplomats. Nevertheless, she got her first serious case of culture

shock, and the school‘s role in exacerbating cultural discontinuities, when she returned to

rural Michigan at the age of fifteen after a decade spent abroad.

At an interview in her cozy, dimly lit office, I ask Diana if Horace Kallen teaches

its mostly immigrant students about American culture. Her response illustrates the

primacy she gives to a sense of culture that is both inclusive and critical, and, as in the

process of cultural therapy, to make explicit the cultural conflicts that exist in society:

"The concern was raised by majority and minority groups when we were trying to

get this school started. But I still defy anyone to tell me what American culture is, so that

everyone could be included in it. The minute we start defining what American culture is

we are already going to exclude someone. I have been blessed with the opportunity to
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have been raised somewhere else, and to have come into this culture and figure out how

to fit in. Being Causcasian, everyone assumed I knew what America was, but my psyche

certainly didn't know. It was a very personal struggle for me to figure out how to operate

in this culture. I really don't want anyone else to have to go through that. And interfere

with learning about community, and values, and friendship, and sharing, and all of these

other elements that Hall says are perfectly normal interactions irrespective of culture. So

being an American to me doesn't mean knowing who George Washington is. That is not

critical. If you really were an American, the essence of an American, being an American

is to know that George Washington was the first president of the United States, to know

that he fought against the British for the independence of this country, and to also know

that he sent smallpox-ridden blankets to the Indians of the Ohio valley so that he could

seize that territory because they wouldn't sign a treaty with him. That, to me is to be an

American. It is to be a critical thinker, to not be afraid of the truth about an individual, to

not invest too much illusory confidence in a political leader."

Diana Canek understands well that along with a critical literacy, an ability to work

as an individual on projects, tests, and other matters is one of the instrumental

competencies children from other cultures need to learn to adapt successfully in the

United States:

"The other thing that is unusual about us is the issue of individualism. I think that

probably characterizes what an American is probably more than anything else. We

encourage individualism, we don't want kids to be involved in group projects, although

we understand that that is probably better for learning, but when it comes down to the

test, you know, you have got to do it by yourself. So this spirit of individualism is

something that I think we need to teach in our school. Because that is the issue of

survival in this country. I think we have this tension between the individual and the

community that I don't think other countries have. And that is the kind of issue that I

think kids in this school should understand: You do have responsibility for yourself; but
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the cultures that come here have a responsibility to the group. So this tension for kids

here, and the negotiation of these two worlds, is kind of what we are here to do. "

By acknowledging a role in this negotiation between the world of the school and

the world of the immigrant home and community, Canek highlights the importance of

fostering the growth of individuals who are competent in the skills needed for

participation in the dominant culture, who can yet maintain and develop their

relationships to distinct cultural communities:

"We are here to say, there is the good of the whole, you can hang onto that, that is

a very important aspect of human survival. But you can also blossom and flourish as an

individual. And to me that is the essence of what being an American meant to my

grandfathers who immigrated, and to my parents who went in between all the cultures, is

that you don't have to sacrifice your cultural community to self-actualize as an individual.

This school is that transition between those two social behaviors.

Diana Canek is a well aware of the political nature of her work as principal,

situated between the powerful institutions in society and the socially and economically

marginalized students who attend Horace Kallen school. In her efforts to legitimize the

cultures and languages of diverse families and communities, she also seeks to include

members of the dominant culture:

"I don't want to present the diversity issue as a threat, or a challenge, or a divisive

perspective. I am not interested in creating backlash. I am interested in creating

coalitions, and to interpret for the power structure how important this coalition is for their

survival. So symposiums. So booklets. So if someone sees that the president of the

university and the mayor are involved in our "community traditions" project, that regular

individuals who happen to be White Anglo-Saxon Protestants happen to be involved in

these projects, and they are in the power structure, then maybe it is okay to talk about

diversity. Maybe it is okay to consider it as reality, as something that we all embrace

together. We all have culture. White ethnic people have culture. Diversity is not
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abnormal, it is not something you have to manage or deal with, because we all have

culture, and we are all diverse, because we are Homo Sapiens evolving."

Rachel Gwynned, assistant director at Kallen, describes the role of the school as

an ingathering of children fiom diverse cultures and an out/lowing of cultural and

linguistic information to the entire community:

"There was some opposition to the idea of this kind of school, set up on purpose

to have this kind of student body. After all, how are they going to learn how to be

"Americans" if they are around each other all of the time? Of course the school was

never designed to be exclusive of monolingual English or Anglo-Caucasian students.

There is the potential for this to be not only unique, but very successful, and for kids to

thrive and succeed in this kind of environment, to include aspects of world language. To

be a hub for kids from all over the world and all over Windigo. Then to turn around and

reach out with all the riches and the gifts that we have into the community, with

symposiums, taking performing kids all over the city. At once we are doing an

ingathering of kids with diverse languages and cultures, and an outflowing of energy and

information into the community. A reconnecting to the community.

"Perhaps for our students, the best way to talk about what it means to be part of

this country is by studying what community means. By understanding that there are all

kinds of variations of people, and ideas, and perspectives that go into making any

community, even the small one in Kansas where I was born! Maybe part of discussing

America is discussing from a kid's point of view belonging."

Efforts to create civic-minded children who appreciate and tolerate diversity are

not unique, though they may buck some of the current trends in educational reform.

Proposals such as America 2000 seem to focus more on preparing young people to fill

slots in the corporate world, and less on America's two hundred years of commitment to

civic education and community. Robert Bellah (1991 ) has been critical of an "economic

ideology that turns human beings into relentless market maximizers undermining
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commitments to family, to church, to neighborhood, to school, and to the larger national

and global societies" (94). Bellah's emphasis on preparing citizens for a democracy

echoes earlier concerns of John Dewey, the great philosopher of American education. A

strong advocate for education that was experiential and that connected students, teachers

and schools with their society, Dewey (1900) also foreshadowed our continuing problem

of an educational system which exacerbates class distinctions, "the division into 'cultured'

people and 'workers,’ the separation of theory and practice" (27) For Dewey, to foster

better learning and to build a more just, democratic society, schools needed to embody

service and a sense of community:

When the school introduces and trains each child of society

into membership within such a little community, saturating

him with the spirit of service, and providing him with the

instruments of effective self-direction, we shall have the

deepest and best guaranty of a larger society which is

worthy, lovely and harmonious (29).

The stafi‘ and students at Kallen school appear to be putting into practice such a vision of

community; they offer educators and policymakers an alternative model for educating

young people to live and work together for the benefit of all members of society.

Children of Many Cultures

There are about 20 students present today in Ms. Torres' kindergarten class. They

are many shades of brown and have names such as Chavez, Ortega, Belazaire, Newman,

Thao, and Lee. The room is very colorful also. Cut out crepe designs hang from the

ceiling. There are lots of pictures on the walls, and two world maps. One is hand made.

In the corner is a globe. The alphabet, with pictures of animals for each letter, adorns the

front wall above the blackboard. Below the alphabet is a handmade poster created by

one of the students in class, depicting activities at a Hmong New Year celebration.

Numbers from one to ten, this time with pictures of sea animals, march across the back

wall. Underneath this is a poster advocating "healthy habits" (these include teeth

brushing, eating vegetables, etc.). On one of the side walls is a long picture entitled,

"kids around the world." On the wall nearest me is a picture of kids with various skin
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colors and facial features hanging out together-mot unlike the kids in this room. With the

picture are the words: "We are alike in many ways. We are all special." Various

activities are taking place at six areas in different parts of the room. Children rotate

between these activities, which include math, computers, language arts, reading, puzzles

and games, and listening.

Mr. Cher comes in from the playground where he has been supervising and

playing with the kids. The first thing he does after hanging up his coat is to help Rodrigo

in the math group. Shou shows the various numbers to Rodrigo on the back wall, and has

him count with him. He has his hand on Rodrigo's shoulder. He then helps out kids at

the listening group, then the literacy group, and thus around the room, as needed. When

the groups switch, Shou goes back to the math center to help them pick up. All the while

he vocally encourages the kids to treat their materials and each other with respect, and to

learn. The kids keep calling out, "Mr. Cher, come look at this! Mr. Cher, can you help

me?"

Shou has a no-nonsense approach with the children, but he speaks to them very

calmly, even softly. He sees a girl named Lisa with her earphones on, but jumping

around, and using her book roughly. Mr. Cher sits down, close. He takes off her

earphones. She puts her hands over her ears. He says, "Lisa, I know you can hear me.

You must listen and learn. So you can grow and be the nice girl you are meant to be."

Ana Torres, the teacher for this classroom, is a second generation Cuban

American. She is continually amazed at how well children of many cultures in the

classroom accept each other. "Here there is such a mix in every class that you find.

Whether it is their levels of speaking, their academic levels, their hair colon-whatever»

even though there are the differences, there are so many that it just makes it look like one

whole class. I don't think the children look at it as all being different, but just everybody

being in here, trying to get to the same goal. I feel like I am very fortunate to have

kindergarten, because I get the majority of my kids at the beginning of the school year. It
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is amazing the first day of school to see those children come in, and immediately, no

matter what their background is those first 4-5 years at home, they come in and they

accept each other! They don't even consider making fun of each other. They might

stare with kind of a funny look, as if to say, I don't really think he is speaking in the same

language that I speak, and it sounds a little different...The children just come to an

understanding that the teacher is speaking in English, some other people are speaking in

English. If there is an Arabic girl who wants to talk to a Vietnamese boy, they are all

going to have to speak in a common language. It pulls them all together.

"Wouldn't it be beautiful if we could send these kids out to educate the rest of the

people about how to get along? It starts here. These kids are going to grow up and they

are going to accept everybody that they run into for the rest of their lives. And if this

could have only started way back when. This should have taken place years ago."

Ana describes Shou Cher, her bilingual assistant, as her "savior": "Those days

without him are just long! I don't drink he even understands how much I appreciate

everything he does. This is my second year working with him. Now that we have spent

this much time together I can't imagine teaching without him! I guess after you teach with

somebody that long, you get used to each other and kind of click. So he knows on days

when I am snuggling for words or something, he will fill in. Or if he is having a problem

disciplining, I can help him. Yeah, we really do complement each other. The way he

works with the children is just beautiful. He really has a special way with him, and I

think so many children these days really need a male role model this young. In so many

school districts you don't see a male teacher until you get to junior high or high school.

They get to thinking that all teachers are women. I think it is great to have him in the

classroom for that reason. I get hugs on a daily basis, but he does, too. They see him as

important They don't look at me as the number one teacher. They know that both of us

are teachers.
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"I think a lot of the interaction he has with the children comes from his home, and

his background. He really does talk to the children in a gentle manner, even when

disciplining. The children look him in the eyes and know it is coming from his heart.

Sometimes he will throw out this deep voice and from across the room it draws a silence."

Ana continues in a voice like an old bear: "'Now you have to sit down!‘ It is really

special how he interacts with the children."

"In our lives outside of school, we both have strong religious backgrounds. I

think that is very, very helpful when it comes to a point where you want to just yell and

scream. I am guilty of that, sometimes, as a last alternative. I think religion has helped

me keep my positive discipline, instead of the negative. The negative is always the

easiest to turn to. I think his faith really helps him, also. We don't actually come out and

preach or talk about religion in the classroom. It is something which we obviously

cannot do in this school, because there are so many different religions. But I think the

children feel it. I think it is part of our affection. Even if it is not a physical affection, it

is an emotional affection they pick up from Mr. Cher and I, which I hope has a positive

effect on the children."

Robert Bellah (1991) has suggested that religious traditions are an important

element in American identity, and may provide a pathway from a culture that is highly

individualistic and materialistic to one which is more communitarian in spirit. Religion

may provide a sense of meaning, too, that many Americans, young and old, need in their

lives:

Religious communities...help us grapple with the ultimate

problem of meaning, of tying to find a way to live that is

based on something more than cost-benefit calculations or

desire; or whether we have a place in the universe at all and

any abiding purpose to pursue there (218).

Religion gives meaning to the lives of Ana Torres and Shou Cher. They do not teach

their religions in school, and have no need to: As Ana suggests, their spirituality moves

them to form emotional bonds with children, and to engage others in the search for
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meaning. If meaning-making is to be a purpose for schools, then it must be recognized

that spirituality can not be turned on and off, or left at the classroom door: It is all around

us, all the time.

I ask Shou Cher what has been particularly interesting for him in his work as a

bilingual aide and community liaison. He responds: "There is another step, and another

dimension. Before I worked at that school, I practiced at my religious school. But

something was added to me when I got the school job. Something was added to me and

my family and something was subtracted. I say that honestly. Some rules in the school

in the United States are not really good enough. It needs to be more strict. I am talking

about the discipline of children. And I know the rules in the United States, you don't

discipline the way the family disciplines, but there is something that needs to be more

strict.

Shou, like many parents, is concerned that his children learn in a disciplined

environment at school. Perhaps he fears that too much freedom for children in schools

could subtract from what they learn at home, contributing to laziness, violent behavior, or

open sexuality, issues he raised earlier when discussing television programs and stories

about family life. Thus, Shou's view of schooling is complex: On the one hand, it is

offers a site for making peace between the school and children of different ethnic

communities. However, in order to make peace, a greater degree of discipline is

necessary, and if children cannot discipline themselves, schools must provide the

discipline for them. Shou translates this sense of discipline into a concept of

responsibility for oneself and the group:

"I have some knowledge from the school, too, which is very good. I learn from

the teacher who I work for. I see so many children who do not speak English, and of

course they do not know the American culture or the way to live, or to keep things, or to

take responsibility. I learn that they take that very seriously, too. I also learn that when

the teacher explains to the children, whatever she needs to explain, she really makes it
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clear and she explains it well, and simple enough to understand. And she makes the

children responsible for their things. I believe going to school like that is really helpful.

Even though I am only an assistant teacher, and though I have never learned in a secular

class, I have finished my introduction to education in the church, which is a little bit

related. I also finished my course for children's evangelism, too, so it's kind of related.

So I can see that school is very different from what I have learned, but some things are

similar. I've learned a lot of things."

I ask Shou about his role in the classroom, and he responds: "Kallen school is

good because so many children do not speak English. They do not have the

understanding to participate, or go on. And it is good, because we have help, regarding

language, and also we have many people who can help you. And we have many children

who are like you, who can encourage you by some ways, somehow, invisibly, so that you

can go on. That school is especially good for that. The teacher explains, and she teaches,

whatever she has planned to do, and after that, she needs help with twenty-four students.

That is a lot of children. She helps one table, and I help another table. So many raise

hands, to do this and do that, questions about this and that. And because of lack of

language, too, I need to explain to my ethnic group, or even show examples, and that

takes a lot of time."

Shou understands the importance of fostering friendships among children of

diverse cultural backgrounds: "The girls from the different countries can get very

friendly with one another, but boys, not so much, and boys and girls, no. They do

something totally against one another just because their skin color is different. So I

called them together, and I said: 'You know, I didn't see what you did. Why I am calling

you here together is this: Whatever you did, whatever you judged, whatever you think,

you are wrong or you are right, I cannot make the decision. You can make it yourself.

But what I am doing here is this: You make peace. You talk about being friends over

here.
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As with cultural therapy, Shou tries to make explicit with children the nature of

cultural conflict in their immediate lives in the world at large: "I also go back to the wars

in the world. I said, This country fights that country, and this other country fights that

other country. The only reason is that they do the same thing: Someone says, 'that one I

don't like.’ Someone else says, This is not our people and that is not our people; that is

why we fight.’ So I show them that when they are against one another that is how they

make enemies, and I don't like that. I tell them, 'This is not a school for fighting. We

have to make friends.‘ So they hug, make friends, make peace. Something like this is

pretty new for them. Sometimes they fight, but every time I work with them and tell

them they have to be friends."

Central to Shou's efforts with these diverse children at Kallen School is that he

adopts the role not ofjudge, but of peacemaker. Moreover, he goes beyond the

playground conflict to educate children about the nature of broader conflicts in the world.

His message is clear: Wars and civil strife begin much the same as fist fights between

two children at school. Once children decide that they have enemies, they allow

themselves to be drawn into a lifelong struggle that can never be won. However, peace,

too, can begin in the school, as simple and strong as an embrace, or the phrase, "Let us be

friends."

I am reminded of how Alfred Lee's father always told his children not to fight in

school. The Hmong, said Mr. Lee, knew what it was like to fight enemies. They fought

their enemies in China. They fought their enemies in Laos. They fought their enemies,

and they lost so much. There was no need to make new enemies in America. With a

history of warfare and devastation fresh in their memories, perhaps Hmong Americans

such as Shou Cher are ideal teachers of peace for our children and our society. When I

ask Shou what he would pass on to the next generation of Americans, he says:

"Just this: That we should make friendship. We are just the same people--black

skin, brown skin, white, yeHow--it does not make the difference. We are just different
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colors. But treat each one equally and nice. Don't just look at their skin and treat them

badly."

Liaison between School and Community

Two girls are running outside on the playground of Horace Kallen school. As

they chase each other, the Hmong girl falls down with the other girl on top of her. The

next day, the Hmong girl did not come back to school, nor the next. Diana Canek asks

Pao Xiong why the girl is not attending class. Mr. Xiong looks troubled, saying, "When

the girl fell with the other girl on top of her, she got scared, and her spirit fell down. Her

parents have asked a shaman to come from Wisconsin to perform the ceremony to

recover her spirit. And her mom would like the teachers to make sure that the kids don't

play like that anymore." "Okay," says Ms. Canek, "We'll call it an excused absence."

The staff at Horace Kallen have helped to create an atmosphere of open

communication across cultural and linguistic boundaries. Beyond addressing such

diversity in the classroom, the school utilizes its bilingual assistants as liaisons to

different linguistic and cultural communities. Rachel Gwynned, assistant director at

Kallen school, suggests that the role played by the community liaisons is fundamental:

‘ "The community liaison's role is so critical. They are the diplomatic corps, the

glue, that has always been such an integral part of this type of program. Not only because

of the legal aspect of having kids work with adults who speak their own language. Even

if it weren't for that, it wouldn't make sense to run the program without their involvement.

I'm not Hmong, and Diana's not Vietnamese or Laotian, and we don't know what we are

talking about when it comes to defining critical elements in the families' lives, and their

language, and what is meaningful and not meaningful for them. Insofar as having a

certified teacher legitimizes what is going on in the classroom, having people that speak

all the languages of the kids who study here, legitimizes this effort in the eyes of parents."

Diana Canek is well aware of the special contribution Kallen's community liaisons

in this work:
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"The Community liaisons are absolutely essential, especially for two reasons:

The amount of stuff a building is supposed to pass out to parents, information that is

either district-wide or city-wide or whatever, is just phenomenal. I can send them home,

but it wouldn't mean anything, and they are not going to participate in it, even if it did

mean anything, because it's Anglo orientation. So, with the community liaisons, we

discuss what goes home: They are the ones who tell me what the community is interested

in knowing about or participating in. I tell them things that we are doing so that they can

tell the community to participate in them. Every single translation issue goes through the

community liaisons."

The work of the community liaisons, in this sense, mirrors the use of bilingual

staff at Leonard Covello's (1958) community-centered school in East Harlem:

We were not separate, off somewhere in a world of our

own, unapproachable to the man, woman or child who

could not speak English. How often have I seen the

lightning joy on the face of a dubious immigrant parent

when he hears the sound of a familiar tongue! How many

barriers crumble before the shared language! (266-267)

Diana Canek underscores the interpretive role which the liaisons play for the entire

community: "The community liaisons are not just the Kallen liaisons--they are the entire

Windigo School District liaisons. They will go to reinstatement hearings at the Board.

They translate for custody issues with probate court. To be able to explain special

education forms to people. They will translate intelligence tests, and explain why we

even use those. The community liaison is critical in dying to interpret this culture and its

expectations to that culture, and that culture and its expectations to this culture. I believe

that it is two-way."

The role of the community liaisons is a political one as well, as Diana Canek

explains: I

"The other thing is they will tell me what the community will accept and won't

accept. What are the politics, what are the nuances. Years ago, in the city-wide bilingual

program, the Hmong community shared with me some of their concerns through the
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community liaison. I have seen the effects of one Hmong clan feeling disenfranchised,

and moving to Fresno. We are talking about lots of people, who get up and leave,

because the clan leader is unhappy."

Socially and economically marginalized groups such as the Hmong are inevitably

involved in conflicts in school and society. In Windigo, one clan resolved its conflict

with the schools by voting with their feet, and leaving the area. Elsewhere, Hmong

communities have organized to promote changes in school policies. In St. Paul,

Minnesota, Hmong families have joined the Association of Community Organizations for

Reform Now (ACORN) in an effort to force the public schools to address various issues

of concern, which include the need to hire more Hmong staff people as teachers,

counselors, and interpreters, and the adoption of curricula that value and acknowledge

Hmong people and culture (United Hmong Parents/ACORN, 1994). Whereas the

Spindlers suggest that cultural conflicts need to be explicitly made clear and addressed

for a process of healing to begin, organized groups of immigrants such as the Hmong go

further by linking the process of education in the schools with the need for social justice.

Leonard Covello and Miles Horton are two educators who have argued that a

concern for social justice must be a factor in the process of peace making between the

school, the home and society. Tyack and Hansot (1982) write that Covello "believed that

the school itself should mobilize neighborhood people to bring about social justice"

(210). Like Covello, Myles Horton (1990), founder of Highlander School, has argued

that educators need to addressing real conflicts in society, community organizing, and

making peace among diverse groups must go hand in hand. Moreover, Horton suggests

that schools can help channel decision-making powers and responsibilities to members of

the community:

If we are to have a democratic society, people must find or

invent new channels through which decisions can be made.

Given genuine decision-making powers, people not only

learn rapidly to make socially useful decisions, but they

will also assume responsibilities for carrying out decisions

based on their collective judgment...to convince pe0ple
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who have been ignored or excluded in the past that their

involvement will have meaning and that their ideas will be

respected (134).

Community liaisons represent new channels of decision-making as practiced at Horace

Kallen school. By entrusting bilingual assistants with this liaison role, the school has

earned the trust of various immigrant communities, exemplified by the waiting list of

families who would like their children to study there.

It has taken time to build such trust, and the process is ongoing. Pao Xiong, the

first Hmong bilingual aide to serve the children of Windigo, describes the many cultural

and linguistic barriers that often separate the Hmong community from the school, and

how he and other community liaisons must mediate between two very different worlds:

"There are many things that the parents and the school see differently. Sometimes

the parents don't understand the school, and the school doesn't understand the parents.

For example, one day a Hmong kid came late from the bathroom so he missed his lunch.

We brought him a lunch, and he was eating in the office. There were no chairs for him,

and the table was kind of high for him, so he could not stand up and eat, and he could not

sit completely down and eat. And then some people in the office thought that it was '

Okay if he could put his knees down and eat on his knees. In Hmong culture, most

parents would not want their kids kneeling down and eating. When they eat they should

sit down, or stand up, or eat walking, but they can't kneel down. Some of the staff at the

school were not aware of that. So the kid was eating on his knees. And then his mom

came, and happened to be there, and she saw her son kneeling and eating. This upset her,

but she did not say anything. And I saw this, and I said to myself, 'Oops!‘ This is

something that we should not do. In our culture, if anyone is eating on their knees, then

we say that person in the future will become a slave. My mom and my dad used to say,

'No, no, you never kneel down!"'

Children at Horace Kallen must cross distinct cultural and linguistic boundaries

every day, making transitions between the multiple worlds of the self, family, school,
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peers, and the larger socioeconomic community (Phelan and Davidson, 1994). Pao

Xiong feels for these kids, but believes that his own experience as a Hmong teen in

American schools taught him lessons which he hopes to pass on to schools, children and

their parents:

"The reason I want to be in the field of education is that I have been in the process

of learning to switch fiom a different culture and language to this culture and language. I

saw how I adjusted to this culture and this language, and decided that maybe I could be

the one to help the other kids who are in the same situation. Maybe I can help make it

easier for them. When I first came, the school here was very different from what I had in

Laos. I had to try very hard to adjust myself or I could not have fit into this culture at all.

Academics was hard, because it was not in my language. The other part was social. The

students here will act differently, will talk differently, will respect their friends and

teachers differently. They had a different idea about how to be a student than me. What

worked in my country wouldn't work here.

"I was the first one of my generation that my parents put their trust in, so whatever

I said, or whatever I decided, my mom or my family would respect that. They said, 'You

are the only one that we depend on, and you are the first one to step into school and

education in the culture of this country. We rely on you.‘ They didn't speak any English,

and they relied totally on me. That made me try to be as positive as I could be.

"For students right now, it is different. The parents think they know a little bit

about school, and they want the discipline to be the way they want it. The students see

differently, and so sometimes there is a conflict.

A practitioner of traditional Hmong religion, Pao understands that it is important

to be tolerant of diverse religious beliefs within the Hmong community: "I have to be'

very cautious about myself, and be flexible, and respectful of different opinions. IfI

happen to deal with a family that is Christian, I would respect the way they believe. I

would never say, no, no, what you did is not right. I would say, whatever you did is right.
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The religious part I don't really want to get into. I try to focus on school issues." Though

they practice different religions, Pao and Shou say they have no trouble working together

to serve the Hmong community.

The job of the community liaison is complex. A community liaison is a mediator,

a bridge, a peacemaker between two very different cultures and paradigms. He is also a

public servant, always on call. The liaisons assist teachers in the classroom, interpret for

children, translate documents for the school, and interpret for members of the Hmong

community when they have interactions with the school, and provide lunchroom and

special activity assistance. Pao Xiong underscores that the community liaison's job does

not end when school gets out, but continues on into the evening and on weekends:

"If I just did the job, I wouldn't have to worry about the community, the outside.

But I have to be responsible inside the classroom, making sure every student gets what

they need; and also, when I go home, I have another community out there where

everybody knows each other. They will call me in the middle of the night, they can call

me anytime, and they will discuss about an issue in the school, and they will ask all kinds

of questions. There are all kinds of ceremonies going on in the community, and we have

to help each other together. I have a big responsibility, a twenty-four hour responsibility.

My work in the community is tied to my work here. We build trust. And they also see

that when I work at the school, I represent them. When I tell them what I have seen, and

what I think is good about the school, they will believe that it will benefit their

community, and benefit their family."

For Pan and Shou, being a community liaison represents the fulfillment of a duty

to their Hmong community. For Ms. Canek and Ms. Gwynned, a community liaison

represents the possibility of opening channels of communication and legitimacy for

American culture and the cultures of the home. For all members of American society, the

concept of community liaisons represents the challenge of building bridges between

schools, the school board, the courts, social service agencies, and parents and children of
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different linguistic and cultural groups. The importance of two-way communication

between the school and families, facilitated by community liaisons, is critical. Smrekar

(1996) suggests that such communication not only builds community trust, but academic

success for youth:

Trusting, cooperative and mutually supportive relations

between parents and teachers act as a linchpin to promote

rewarding and successful academic experiences for

students. Conversely, ambiguity, conflict and distance may

undercut the level and nature of social interactions between

these groups, producing a pattern of inconsistent and

incomplete information exchange (161).

The community liaisons are thus the interpreters and bearers of information between

distinct communities and worldviews. They help make possible relationships between

school and community that are not based on a common language or understanding of the

world, but on u'ust.

Shou Cher indicates that a high level of u'ust with the community also allows

liaisons to warn parents when they are in danger of breaking school policies or the laws

of the land: "Sometimes the parents make a mistake that goes against school policy, or

even sometimes against the law of this country. And I see it, or Pao sees it, and then we

can deal with the people before it reaches the law. We can say, This is the first warning

and we do not need to see this anymore. This country has such and such a law, this is

against the law, so do not let this happen again.‘ And we also say, 'Because we are the

same kind of people, I have to tell you first, I know we are newly resettled in this country,

and there are a lot of things to learn, but there are some things we should be careful of,

like child abuse, sometimes children are not properly dressed, or things like that.”

In many ways the community liaison program at Horace Kallen school parallels

Walker-Moffat's (1995) suggestions for family-based multicultural education. She

specifically argues for the use of paraprofessional counselors from the various cultures

represented in a school because "parents and students need access to someone who works

in the schools who understands their culture and background and speaks their language"
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(170). Galindo and Olguin (1996) have further argued that bilingual, minority educators

must draw on their cultural resources in order to fully realized their potential and make

lasting contributions to the education of children. By building bridges to families through

the use of such bicultural teachers, counselors and liaisons, schools recreate the spirit of

Leonard Covello's community-centered curriculum in East Harlem. Moreover, bicultural

paraprofessionals such as Shou Cher have an important role to play in the classroom as

makers of peace between diverse children and the world of the school.

The Education of a New American

It is quite late, and the children have all gone upstairs. Though we sit just a few

feet apart in his quiet living room, the shadows separate Shou and I, and his strong facial

features melt into the darkness. We talk about images of immigrants in America, and

what it means to be an American.

Shou says, "Back in Milwaukee, when I had an ESL teacher, we studied about the

Roman world. The Romans had a way of becoming citizens, too. We were talking about

the United States compared to the Roman Empire in Milwaukee. The Roman Empire

was very powerful, but they fell. They fell. And our teacher asked, 'What do you think?

What do you think about the United States? Will it fall some day too?’ When I look at it

today, it could fall. It could f "

I can't help thinking of the anti-immigrant mood which has been growing of late

in America, and has influenced immigration reform legislation in Congress, English

Only initiatives, and a good deal of racial and ethnic strife. The Hmong, in fact, due to

their high levels of poverty and dependence on public welfare as well as their

maintenance of strong cultural traditions, have helped influence at least one writer to

advocate a moratorium on immigration (Beck, 1994). To Shou I say: "In the United

States, a lot of people will say that the trouble is the people who want to maintain their

culture or their language. Some people see this as a threat. They say that is going to

destroy America. If you want to speak Hmong and keep Hmong traditions with your
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kids, that is a threat. If people want to keep Mexican traditions who are living here, that

is a threat. If people speak other languages than English, some people think that is a

threat, and will destroy America."

Thoughtfully, Shou responds: "The way I see it, that could happen. But that is

not a very big concern to me. Talking back to when the Hmong people helped the

American pe0p1e fight the war in Laos. Suppose that idea carries on, and the Hmong

people, population, which grows in the United States, they keep their strength, they keep

their idea, and they keep their principle of leading, and they keep their principle of

fellowship. Then suppose America somehow becomes politically unstable, then the

Hmong people are among those who could help. Because they just help those whom they

trust."

Shou hasn't always trusted America and Americans. After being shot in 1994, he

did not feel that he had a home in America, and became more distrustful of those who

were not members of his Hmong community. Interestingly, his attitudes about

Americans and America have changed substantially since he has been placed in the

position of liaison between the Hmong community the school, and the society. Shou has

told me that, as he has worked with the diverse teachers, liaisons, and children at Horace

Kallen, he has begun to feel a part of a larger community. Perhaps this active

engagement in teaching and learning from others has been an antidote for the lingering

sense of alienation Shou felt after being shot in 1994. His has been a process of cultural

therapy, a coming to grips with the conflicts and traumas of his eventful life, a learning to

acknowledge changefulness while respecting that which endures in individuals, in

families, and in communities.

Shou speaks:

‘ Before this job as community liaison,

isolation

was always infront ofme.

I isolated myselffrom African-Americans,

l isolated myselffrom Mexican-Americans,

I isolated myselffrom other Americans.
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And now I can say

that is not right.

Many differentpeoples live in the same town

black, brown, yellow

ifthey look a certain way, they have

their own community.

I don't deny it,

it is good to serve your own community.

Please do your bestfor them.

But then you should

treat others nicely, too.

black, white, brown, yellow

we are the same people.

We are different in skin only,

but we are all human.

We are the same, created by God,

one creator,

and it is very beautifitl.

leerent colors, and very beautiful.

"At Kallen school we have many, many cultures, but we focus on the major

culture: which is the community, the city you live in, and the country where you live! I

know that there are sonre things you cannot add to this culture--of course not! But

something that we learn to adapt ourselves to. It's American culture. But that does not

mean "white" culture. America, even though I am not a citizen yet, America is this

country, is my country!"

Shou's life experiences have taught him that all things must change, and have

prepared him to adapt to meet the challenges of new languages, cultures, and economic

and social realities. Intrinsically he realizes that children growing up in America must

adapt to the dominant cultural and linguistic norms of the nation. Yet he has also laid

claim to the American experience: This is his country, even if he is not a citizen yet.

This counuy must honor the experiences of all of its people, black, brown, yellow, white.

American culture, for Shou, is like the pandau of the Hmong: In order to tell the story,

you must weave together threads of many colors.

In many ways the educational philosophy of the Horace Kallen school follows the

uadition of John Dewey's "Great Community" and Leonard Covello's community-

centered curriculum. They are engaged in a process of cultural therapy, of making peace
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between immigrant children and their parents, who are often operating with different

cultural scripts; between different ethnic and immigrant communities, some of whom

have long-standing animosities which they bring from their previous honrelands; between

the worldview of the larger society, represented in the school, and the various worldviews

of different communities. Community liaisons such as Shou Cher and Pao Xiong are

golden, as Rachel Gwynned suggests, for they are the ideal peacemakers in this complex

web of multicultural relationships.

Shou Cher has had a remarkable preparation for the role of peacemaker between

families, communities, school and society. The lessons of peace have been learned over

the course of his lifetime, from his earliest childhood memories up through his work with

Horace Kallen school. As a child, he was made aware of the long history of movement of

his people, as ever they searched for a land that where they could be free, and live in

peace. He experienced the absence of peace when war came to northern Laos, a war in

which many, including his older brother, lost their lives, while most lost their homes and

livelihoods as well. He learned the skills of a border crosser, speaking four languages

fluently, able to move back and forth between the unsafe worlds of Thai military officials,

communist-connolled villages, and the jungle refuges of Hmong guerrillas.

Throughout his life Shou has learned the importance of maintaining relationships

between and within families. While he has taken an active role as a peacemaker to

families within his Cher clan, his relationships between generations of his own family

have provided him with invaluable insights. Shou realizes the importance of dialogue,

the kind of dialogue he rarely experienced with his own father and that he now has

trouble establishing with his son. Although he claims to have no clear answers as to how

such a dialogue can be established, he is sure that the absence of dialogue, and the trust

that it instills, spells trouble for Hmong families and the entire community.

Shou's conversion to Christianity began a new stage of his education as a

peacemaker. By adopting this religion as his own, he recognized bonds to millions of
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other believers in the wide world beyond his immediate Hmong community. Shou

became a minister trained to take the word to the unreached, and dedicated to serving

Christian and non-Christian alike. Yet, in the nature of his work as an evangelical

minister, is the word of faith a monologue which others must accept, or a dialogue to

which all can contribute? Paradoxically, Shou's conversion has meant a break in his

relationship with the spirit of his father, who never accepted Christianity. At this

fundamental level, Shou must experience a lack of peace, a sense of fatlrerlessness.

Finally, Shou has learned that America, also, can be a place of peace. He has

experienced both the isolation as well as the physical violence that is too much a part of

urban life in the United States. Returning from the hospital after being shot two years

ago, Shou believed that there was "no place of peace on Earth." Yet, in the aftermath of

his shooting, he learned that his neighbors and his community cared for him, and would

help him. He was hired by Horace Kallen school to be a liaison for the Hmong

community. There, surrounded by teachers, paraprofessionals, and students who

represented the rich diversity and promise of America, Shou learned perhaps his most

important lesson: That all people are created equal, that all people are beautiful, and that

no one need live in isolation and fear. This has been the education of a new American.

Now it is Shou's turn to help guide the next generation in the ways of peace.
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One's SelfI sing, a simple, separate Person;

Yet utter the word Democratic, the word en masse.

- Walt Whitman

Through Shou Cher's lifetime of learning, and his relationships with history,

family, community, and school, three themes emerge which imply an important set of

values, resourcefulness, relationship and respect, which I will relate to a new

conceptualization of the self. Beyond their alliterative appeal, these 3 R's are significant

in that these values are rooted in Hmong tradition, but they are present in American

communitarian traditions as well. Nevertheless, these values are often obscured by a

contemporary American culture that is both individualistic and clannish, where

participation in civic and social associations has declined (Bellah, 1991; Putnam, 1995).

Moreover, for many Americans there is a growing fear, fed by stereotypes presented in

the mass media, of outsiders, whether they be from across the border or across town. In

such a world, in such an era, schools need to renegotiate their role as educational

institutions in society.

Amy Gunnann (1987) has argued that the schools must recognize their roles as

moral agents and that civic education, "the cultivation of the virtues, knowledge and skills

necessary for political participation--has moral primacy over other purposes of public

education in a democratic society" (287). Schools, the places where we hope to socialize

the next generation into their role as citizens of America and the world, are both

influenced by, and influence, the mores of the society: Certainly, schools can, and do,

reinforce individualism in some of their practices, by placing high value on individual

achievement and little value on community. On the other hand, schools such as Horace

Kallen can, and do, influence students to value their resourcefulness as speakers of

languages other than English; to value their relationships with their families, their peers,

213
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and their communities; and to respect each other, their diverse histories and beliefs, and

all living things on the planet.

In this chapter, I will argue that "3 R's"--resourcefulness, relationship, and

respect—not only give us a sense of who Shou Cher is as a new American, but a new

conception of what it means to be an American as we approach the twenty-first century.

Furthermore, I will suggest some lessons for educators, policymakers, researchers and all

Americans from this life history of Shou Cher.

Elements of a New Identity

Shou Cher's many roles include those of husband, father to seven children,

evangelical minister, Hmong community elder, and bilingual assistant and school-

community liaison. For him there is a sense of continuity between his great-great-

grandfather who led many Hmong people out of China in the 19th century, and himself,

who led over one hundred members of his village to safety in Thailand in 1979. Although

he recognizes that the Hmong people will change as society changes, Shou Cher suggests

that the Hmong will keep their relationship with family and clan , their sense of respect

for elders, their fellowship with other Hmong and such friends as have earned their trust,

and the leadership that has brought them safely through genocidal wars to the United

States. Language and certain cultural traditions and practices may change, but for Shou

Cher, certain qualities of Hmong-ness are not optional. He says:

Because the society changes, I guess most of the Hmong

culture will be changed, too. No matter whether Hmong

people like it or not, it has already changed. Totally

changed. Even if we keep a Hmong church, I preach in my

own language, we sing our songs, and when we come home

we keep our culture, our way of life. I know we are

changing. And Hmong always change. (But) Hmong keep

one thing forever: The relationship. The relationship and

the respect. Things like that you keep forever. If you lose it,

then, that's it, you're gone.

 

The words of Shou Cher seem to indicate that his identity as a Hmong American is

always changing and adapting; it is an identity based on a complex series of relationships-

and, within these changes and supported by these relational ties, there is a sense of inner
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continuity. But this sense of continuity, for Shou, does not hinge upon the maintenance

of a language or the outer trappings of a culture. Rather, it appears to hinge upon the

maintenance of certain values, that are at once Hmong and American: Resourcefulness,

which Shou does not name, but which his life illusu'ates in many ways; relationship; and

respect.

The Resourceful Self

Resourcefulness, the ability to deal effectively with problems and difficulties,

comes from the French word resourdre, "to arise anew."l Shou Cher has needed

resourcefulness to overcome a series of adversities in his life, including the loss of his

homeland, adaptation to a new culture and language, continuing poverty, and the near

loss of his own life. His ability to learn and adapt during these crises has allowed him to

"arise anew" and continue. Shou Cher's resource/id self is perhaps an adaptation to what

psychologist Robert Lifton (1993) calls our protean era:

The protean self emerges from confusion, from the

widespread feeling that we are losing our psychological

moorings...But rather than collapse under these threats and

pulls, the self turns out to be surprisingly resilient. It makes

use of bits and pieces here and there and somehow keeps

going...We find ourselves evolving a self of many

possibilities, one that has risks and pitfalls but at the same

time holds out considerable promise for the human future

(1).

Much like Lifton's protean individual, Shou Cher's resourcefid self has adapted, grown

and changed with the circumstances. He is a man educated in the world as much as in

schools. As a youth he learned from experience, mastering the skills for farming in the

mountains and hunting in the jungle. He learned the stories of his ancestors, and such

lessons from the past guided him in his entry into a complex social group, during times of

war and peace.

 

1This definition of resourcefulness, and the definitions of relationship and respect which follow, are from

W.2nd edition.
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Shou Cher's life provides evidence to support a theory of adult learning that

encompasses the wide world outside of schools, and outside of the experience of people

who have grown up in more technologically developed countries. Lawrence Cremin

(1988) has argued that substantial education can occur through family, neighborhood,

church and business, and Carol Ryff (1989) has suggested several criteria for successful

aging, including self-acceptance, positive relations with others, autonomy, purpose in

life, and personal growth. Moreover, like the Spindlers' situated self, Shou's resourceful

self is both adaptable and masterful of the instrumental competencies needed for survival

in a dominant culture. Certainly Shou has shown his resourcefulness by taking

educational opportunities that arise: He took the time to study photography when he first

arrived in the refugee camps in Thailand, and this skill allowed him to document life in

Laos when he returned as a revolutionary. He embraced evangelical Christianity, and as

he has served the church, the church has also served him in many ways: Shou's

participation with refugee camp missionaries allowed him to learn to teach and preach, to

gain a modest income, and to learn English, which would facilitate his acceptance as a

refugee in the United States. Furthermore, conversion to Christianity opened the door to

a larger world, and to an immediate connection with diverse peoples far beyond the

Hmong homeland in Southeast Asia. Shou has taken the opportunity to continue his

education, through a ministerial program that better prepared him as a preacher and in

English literacy, through adult education and high school completion programs, and

through daily conversations with teachers and community liaisons at the school where he

works. Finally, Shou shows the resourcefulness of a hard-working Hmong American

pursuing career opportunities as they'arise: In his ministerial work, it is not uncommon

for him to spend the evening of Saturday and all day Sunday commuting between far-

flung communities of believers.

Yet, Shou's resourcefulness is not unique within his family or within the Hmong

American community. His wife, Mai, needs this quality to keep a large family together
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while her husband is absent, at work or on the road to a ministry. Their children also

show resourcefulness as they find ways to help each other manage the transition fiorn an

immigrant home to the school and back again. Finally, the Hmong community is

noteworthy for its complex network of mutual support. despite the limited income of

most of the community's members. When a family arrives to Windigo, the community

helps find them a house, a car, a school for the children, and a job. This type of mutual

aid one often finds in refugee and immigrant groups, and their is a long history of such

community support in the United States.

Perhaps the traumatic changes in the life of refugees and immigrants facilitate the

development of resourceful self. Klaus Riegel (1976) has argued that significant learning

occurs through the management of life crises, that development follows change.

Certainly this can be seen in the case of Shou Cher. The change from leaving a life of

farming in the mountains of Laos to life in a crowded refugee camp challenged Shou to

find a new meaning for his existence. This meaning he found in evangelical Christianity.

The change from life in Southeast Asia to a new life in America encouraged Shou's to

become literate in English. The trauma of being shot and seriously wounded caused Shou

to think seriously about the United States as a home, yet in the aftermath of that shooting

he realized his connection to a broader group of Americans beyond the Hmong

community. Like Lifton's description of the protean self, Shou Cher has moved towards

species consciousness, and a sense of commonality with others.

The Respecful Self

The word respect, to notice with special attention, and treat with courtesy, comes

from the Latin respectare, "to look behind." Respect is of cenu'al importance in the

establishment and maintenance of Shou Cher's complex relationships with other people

and the world. Shou Cher's respectful selfrecalls the Spindlers' enduring self, with its

connection to the past and its sense of continuity with the future. Shou Cher

demonsu‘ates a respect for his cultural and familial heritage, recalling stories about his
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heroic great- great- grandfather, his experiences with his own father and mother, and the

Hmong traditions of Laos and America. Unfortunately, Shou's position in the chain of

relationships linking his father to his son is compromised by his inability to respect his

father's rejection of Christianity. Nevertheless, Shou demonstrates a respect for

seemingly disparate cultural beliefs, and has the ability to incorporate tenets of Hmong

nadition such as the Thunder Angel and tenets of modem science into a larger belief

system. Respect allows Shou Cher to expand his own understanding of the world,

breaking down the dichotomies that some would make between "Eastern" and "Western"

thought, or "superstition" and "science."

Shou shows a deep respect for education, both formal and informal, and has been

active in the schools as a parent and as an educator. Since his childhood he has learned to

respect both the experiential knowledge of the world and the knowledge that can be

obtained through books. Both Shou and Mai take seriously their roles as primary

educators of their children, assisting their children with homework when they can, and

encouraging them to continue their studies even when, as parents, they no longer grasp

the advanced subject matter of their children's work. Within the school where he works,

Shou encourages all children to respect their teacher, the educational process, and

themselves. He encourages his own children and the children at Kallen school to dream,

to envision themselves not as the people they are, but as the people they would like to be.

Education in the world and in the word of literacy has transformed his own life, and Shou

recognizes the potential for it to change the lives of others as well.

Finally, Shou has learned to respect the differences between the various cultural

groups that make up his school, his neighborhood, and his country of adoption. Like

many refugees living in America's impoverished inner cities, Shou has known the fear of

the outsider. When he was shot near his home in Windigo, he could have given up on

America and her people, and built a wall between himself and outsiders to the Hmong

community. Moreover, as an immigrant parent who arrived to this country with a strong
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cultural and linguistic heritage, Shou also sees the importance of respecting certain

borders between communities so that a continuity in minority cultural traditions can be

maintained.

Nevertheless, Shou learned through his experience as a bilingual assistant and

community liaison to come to terms with American diversity. He no longer distances

himself from African Americans, Mexican Americans, and "Other" Americans, for such

are the colleagues with whom he works, and the children with whom he teaches and

learns. With these associations has come understanding, and this understanding has

enabled Shou to play the role ofpeace maker in his school, community and society. His

experience working with diverse Americans, coupled with his Christian faith, has enabled

Shou to respect the beauty in all people.

Robert Bellah (1991) has suggested that a sense of respect for all people and all

life must be fundamental to a renewal of the American people and American society:

When we care only about what Toqueville called the "little

circle of our family and friends" or only about people with

skin the same color as ours, we are certainly not acting

responsibly to create a good national society. When we

care only about our own nation, we do not contribute much

to a good world society. When we care only about human

beings, we do not treat the natural world with the respect

that it deserves (285).

Through new Americans such as Shou Cher we learn again the compexities of the

respectful self when one can acknowledge an allegiance to one's group as well as one's

membership in a larger whole.

The Relational Self

Relationship, a connection, comes from the Latin referre, "to bring back."

Throughout his life history Shou Cher describes himself best when he brings back up his

relationships to others. Carol Gilligan (1989) supports such a model of the "relational"

self, contrasting it with the "mirrored" self so prevalent in modern psychology:

When others are described as objects for self-reflection or

as the means to self-discovery and self-recognition, the
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language of relationships is drained of motion and, thus,

becomes lifeless (7).

In the relational self, "self is known in the experience of connection and defined not by

reflection but by interaction, the responsiveness of human engagement" and "within this

framework, the central metaphor of identity formation becomes dialogue rather than

mirroring" (7, 17). For Gilligan, without relationships, the self ceases to exist. In an

important respect, the relational self alters the unnatural dichotomy of the Spindlers'

enduring and situated selves: One's dialogues are at once with the past and the future,

with the inner self and with others, with the bearers of one's cultural and linguistic

traditions and with members of the dominant culture. The value Shou Cher places on

relationship is clear from his many stories involving history, family, community and

society. Shou relates his sense of the present to stories from the past, of his great-great-

grandfatlrer, and the long struggle for freedom of the Hmong people. Significantly, Shou

seems to see himself as a player in a larger story, the history of his people, and, since his

conversion to Christianity, the biblical story of God's relationship to humankind.

Interestingly, Shou takes a long, generational view of family relationships, using

stories of his interactions with his father and brothers to try to shed light on his

relationship to his son. Significantly, Shou and Mai worry most about their children

when they seem no longer interested in doing things together with the family. Shou takes

seriously changes that might threaten the family relationship, as he showed when he

discussed the Pathet Lao's attempt to alter husband-wife relationships in Laos.

Paradoxically, Shou's new Christian beliefs would also threaten the relationship with his

family, and particularly to the spirit of his father. Shou's broken ties to those, like his

father, who remained "unreached," represents the dark side of change: some relationships

may be unretrievably lost.

Within the Hmong community, Shou has been an advocate for strengthening

relationships within and between families, and has volunteered to organize workshops for

members of his Cher clan to encourage dialogue and communication between the older
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and younger generations. Moreover, Shou has worked to build relationships across clans

through his religious community, and between his circle of believers and those who

practice traditional Hmong religion. This communitarian spirit is exemplified as much by

his participation in mutual aid efforts to his willingness to pray at the bedside of non-

Christians who are sick.

Finally, through his efforts as a community liaison and bilingual assistant at an

elementary school, Shou encourages the development of relationships across cultures

between school children, professionals, and community members. As an exponent of

making peace, Shou has learned from his relationships with diverse children and staff at

Horace Kallen school and brings this knowledge of diversity to bear on his relationships

with children. Today he can acknowledge that "all people are beautiful," whatever the

color of their skin or the language that they speak.

Conceptualizing the resourceful, respectful and relational selves may offer a more

wholistic perspective into the narrative lives of immigrants such as Shou Cher. At once

there is the recognition of movement and change drawn from Lifton's sense of

proteanism, the need for continuity as well as flexibility present in the Spindlers'

conception of enduring and situational selves, and an acknowledgement of the overriding

importance of relationships as postulated by Gilligan. Moreover, the values of

resourcefulness, relationship and respect inherent in this understanding of the self are 3

R's needed for the education of a new generation of Americans who can move beyond

individualism to a sense of collective responsibility.

Three Rs for an American Community

Robert Lifton (1993) refers to America as the "protean nation," the nation of

changefulness, and the nation most in search of itself:

Dislocated from our beginnings, we are the home of

traditional flux. Our great cultural themes (are) the ever-

beckoning frontier and continuous influx of immigrants

(33).
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This search for America and oneself is exemplified in the immigrant stories of

Richard Rodriguez and Leonard Covello in chapter two. Rodriguez' story illustrates a

belief in the individual and his or her ability to overcome family and tradition through

education, and enter a broader American dialogue. Covello's story is somewhat different:

While in his own life experience we see the potential for individual growth and

betterment in America, Covello also makes a strong case for the importance of

relationships with family, neighborhood and community. The individual, in Covello's

world, makes a difference by engaging with others in community, and education is a

communal, not just an individual, process.

The values of resourcefulness, relationship, and respect that arise from Shou

Cher's narrative offer another way to frame the discussion of the role of the school

between individual, community and society. These values are responses of the self to

individual, communal and societal needs; facilitated by a school such as Horace Kallen,

these 3 Rs allow for individual initiative as well as responsibility to the group, respect for

community traditions as well as flexibility when faced with powerful technological,

economic and social changes. These Three Rs provide a bridge between our

understanding of where we have been as Americans, where we are, and where we would

go.

Living in a nation in flux, where images of the frontier and immigrant arrival have

always been strong, Americans have often defined themselves more through

identification of a common enemy than through common values or ideals. As Lifton

(1993) suggests, recent history has shown that when we cannot define ourselves through

our opposition to a common enemy, we are at a loss to describe who we are:

Over the previous decades, whatever our deficiencies or

decline, whatever wrongs we perpetrated abroad or at

home, we could still view ourselves, in contrast with Soviet

evil, as steady in our virtue. Denied that contrast, we find it

hard to see ourselves as steady in anything (33).
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For Erik Erikson (1959a), the immigrant from Germany, there was a certain clannishness

present in Americans who constantly made choices between the principles of a religious

and political Puritanism and an ever-shifting set of slogans:

To leave his choices open, the American, on the whole,

lives with two sets of "truths": a set of religious principles

or religiously pronounced political principles of a highly

puritan quality, and a set of shifting slogans, which indicate

what, at a given time, one may get away with on the basis

of not more than a hunch, a mood, or a notion. The same

child may have been exposed in succession or alternately to

sudden decisions expressing the slogans "Let's get the hell

out of here," and again, "Let's stay and keep the bastards

out"--to mention only two of the most sweeping ones

(Erikson, 1959a:287)

With the end of the Cold War identity-conscious Americans have been left with a choice:

to seek out new enemies to rally against, in Panama, in Iraq, across the Mexican border,

or across town, and to uy and redefine ourselves in opposition to the threats, however

remote, that these foes represent; or to develop an identity based on civic interaction, on

making peace within our own people, and working for peace in the world.

The values of resourcefulness, relationship and respect provide a bridge to a new

sense of identity for the American community, one that moves beyond individualism and

the identification of an enemy to greater sense of community responsibility. The

Spindlers (1990) have argued that the real enemy to the American cultural dialogue is

inequity, fostered by "individualistic, self-oriented success, the successful drive for

wealth by individuals uncommitted to the public good" (165). Shou Cher, one participant

in the American cultural dialogue, has taught us that resourcefulness can imply the best of

individual initiative, but in service not just to oneself but to others; relationship

encompasses the importance for the individual of ties to family, community, nation, and

world; respect allows individuals to relate themselves to all people and all life.

Alexis de Toqueville, a visitor from France to the United States in the nineteenth-

century, found Americans to be resourceful, civic-minded, individualistic, yet hopeful

about the creation of a new society through the power of education:
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The majority of [Americans] believe that a man by

following his own interest, rightly understood, will be led

to do what is just and good. They hold that every man is

born in possession of the right of self-government, and that

no one has the right of constraining his fellow creatures to

be happy. They have all a lively faith in the perfectibility

of man, they judge that the diffusion of knowledge must

necessarily be advantageous, and the consequences of

ignorance fatal; they all consider society as a body in a state

of improvement, humanity as a changing scene, in which

nothing is, or ought to be, permanent; and they admit that

what appears to them today to be good, may be superseded

by something better tomorrow. I do not give all these

opinions as true, but as American opinions (1945:393).

Americans, as Toqueville realized, have ever embraced change and the promise it held

for a better world. At our best, we have sought to make that promise a reality for all of

our citizens, not just for a chosen few. Robert Bellah (1991) has argued that in order to

create a good society, Americans must learn to attend to, and care for, their families, their

communities, their nation and their world; that by taking responsibility for themselves

and each other, Americans can build bridges of trust across the barriers that often divide

people of different economic levels, ethnicities, religions, or genders; that through a

politics of generativity, Americans can acknowledge their respect for both those

generations who have come before and provide for those generations which will follow.

Resourcefulness, relationship, and respect, when taken seriously as part of the moral

education of all Americans, can be steps on the road to a good society.

Lessons From a Life

Through stories, dialogues, and lived example, Shou Cher has educated me in a

variety of ways: I have learned about the importance of history, and how the anival of a

refugee in the United States is but the latest chapter in a relationship where the loyalty of

the Hmong people came into contact with the geopolitics of the American nation.

Leaming about Shou's life has taught me that religion and literacy can be a powerful

combination, and has reminded me of the traumatic change a new religion can bring to a

family and community relationship. As a father of two small children, Shou's stories
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have encouraged me to reconsider my role as a parent, and to learn from my memories as

a child. I have been educated about the tremendous store of knowledge and wisdom that

can be found in new Americans like Shou Cher. Finally, Shou Cher has shown me

through his life that one can make peace with other Americans by listening to, and

respecting, all of their histories. In a way, I, too, have become a new American, with new

hopes for a nation that contains persons with the wisdom of Shou Cher.

Because of their potential for representing life experiences, deepening

understanding and connecting the individual story to societal contexts, I believe that

narratives such as Shou Cher's have powerful lessons for us all. In the paragraphs below

I would like to talk about some possible lessons from this life history for researcher,

educators, policymakers, and all Americans.

Lessons for Researchers

How does one approach the authenticity of autobiography in the writing of the life

of another? Writing the life history of Shou Cher has caused me to reflect deeply on this

question. So many differences of culture, language background, religious conviction, and

income (to name a few) could potentially separate us, and prevent me from understanding

his life and its meaning. Yet, I felt that if we approached this writing of a life as a

dialogue in search of common ground--as fathers, as educators, as Americans--the

authenticity would arise from our reflections together.

This dialogue is often represented in the text by presenting a story by Shou,

followed by my commentary. Yet, my commentary has been influenced by Shou's

reading of drafts of this work, just as his stories are influenced by my questions. In short,

the prose, poetry and interpretation of this text is a product of our research relationship.

Researchers must show their value for the relationship that they establish with informants

by respecting their words, their interpretations and their theories. In this way researchers

have the opportunity to reexamine their own theories as well as their own voice. By

going over drafts of this work with Shou Cher, I not only was able to clarify words,
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themes, and theories; I was also able to get a sense of the respect that Shou Cher has for

the process of sharing a life history, and for the importance he finds in passing along this

story of himself, his family, and his Hmong community to a wider audience.

To represent the emotive power of Shou's narrative I have rendered it at times as

poetry:

Black, white, brown, yellow

we are the same people.

We are different in skin only,

but we are all human.

We are the same, created by God,

one creator,

and it is very beautiful.

Dltferent colors, and very beautlfitl.

I believe that researchers must learn to value the artistry in the voice of the informant, and

to show that value in the way that they represent voices of others in the content and form

of the text. This life history of Shou Cher has been in part a search for ways to bring the

vitality and the aesthetic quality of oral narratives into the written form. Brunner (1994)

has called for such a return to the aesthetic:

We need a new vision, and I believe as others that part of

that vision can occur through the systematic use of aesthetic

materials--materials that allow for an opening onto

educational theory, social theory, and critical practice,

materials that allow for imagining our world as it could be

otherwise (236).

Researchers who wish to add authenticity to their work and broaden its scope and

audience should consider alternatives to the dry prose of many social science texts which

squeeze the life out of words.

Moreover, this research has illustrated ways in which narrative inquiry can

contribute to the building of theory. By reconceptualizing the self as resourceful,

respectful and relational, this work offers a new, wholistic perspective through which to

examine immigrant (and American) identity. Moreover, this work suggests an

understanding of culture that is both a movement between the beliefs and traditions of the

past, the exigencies of the present, and the hopes and dreams of the future; and a set of
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tools needed to reinvent traditions in a new setting, much as the Hmong and Christian

traditions are reinvented through Shou's Hmong church.

Through this life history research, the voice of a member of the Hmong

community could be brought into the public discourse about education. Of course, such

an approach to educational life history could also be of research relevance to other people

in American society whose voices need to be heard. Lincoln (1993) suggests that by

writing narratives of the silenced, new avenues can be opened for social scientists. The

study of lives can lead to developments in grounded theories. Moreover, by including the

protagonists in the construction of their own narratives, narrative inquirers can gain

multivocality and authority of voice. Such multivocality is needed in educational circles,

as many teachers and policymakers have little personal experience of the daily struggle

faced by poor students and their families, and the voices of such families and students are

rarely heard when educational policy is being formulated. Narratives have the power to

bring these voices to the attention of educators and policymakers.

Lessons for Educators

Shou Cher has no teaching certificate, no college degree, no high school diploma.

Yet, he is a valued member of a teaching staff at an elementary school that is noteworthy

for its work with diverse children. His educational expertise comes from life experiences:

Into his work as a bilingual assistant he brings knowledge of four languages, Hmong,

Laotian, Thai, and English, and a lifetime of moving between cultures. In the classroom

and in his work as a community liaison he brings years of experiences teaching and

working with a Christian ministry, and values of hard work, responsibility to community

and respect for all people that reflect both his religious convictions and Hmong traditions.

Cultural identities can and must change, but, as John Ogbu noted at the Michigan

Bilingual Education Conference, we need not leave these identities at the schoolhouse

door. Shou Cher's narrative reminds us that tremendous cultural resources exist in the

homes and communities of diverse students. Through his work in the school and
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community, Shou has entered the cultural conversation, and America is renewed by his

contribution to our ongoing dialogue. Parents and community members such as Shou are

key players in the lives of immigrant children, showing them that learning in the school

and in the home is related, and that their identities as children need not be fragmented

into public and private spheres. Rather, as Leonard Covello illustrated half a century ago,

children can learn at school how to respect, and transform themselves and their

communities. By acknowledging the rich cultural resources of immigrant parents and

children, schools can include them in the American experience, offering a sense of

belonging to youths who might otherwise try to find themselves by dropping out or

joining gangs.

Teachers can draw on the cultural resources of parents and students, thereby

enriching the curriculum and school life. Moll and Greenberg (1990) have shown that

extending the "zones of knowledge" from the school into families and communities has

definite implications for cuniculum and instruction. In their view the immigrant home

can and should be a locus for action research by teaching professionals. By examining

the learning taking place in the home, teachers can challenge common assumptions about

"cultural deficits". For example, Shou Cher lacks formal education, yet he contributes to

his family and the larger community in educationally significant ways. There are

thousands of people like Shou Cher who could strongly contribute to the education of all

children in schools, and a curriculum that is embedded in community needs and

influenced by community strengths can encourage these people to come forward.

In referring to the work of educators, Diana Canek has said "We are the

interpreters of our society." In order to better understand the "circles of meanings"

(Rabinow and Sullivan, 1987) reflected in the lives of new Americans, teachers, too, must

learn to think and act as interpreters and biographers of and for their students. The study

of life stories provides a format for improving teacher--student relationships through

awareness of cultural difference, an important component in cultural therapy as practiced
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by the Spindlers or in "family-based multicultural education" as recommended by

Walker-Moffat (1995). Narratives of lives also provides a format for teachers to interpret

the dominant culture to all students, and especially those who come to school with

different cultural understandings. Finally, the work of narrative consu'uction and

interpretation provides an ongoing format for the continual personal and professional

growth of teachers who are mired, all too often, in cunicula that is not of their own

creation and removed from the life experiences of their students.

Poetry, of course, is one form of interpreting life experience that resonates across

cultures and across time. The poetry in this book represents the thoughts and experiences

of Shou Cher, yet its form is based on our collaboration. This poetry influences our

understanding of Shou's life in all of its psychological, sociological and historical

dimensions. Poetry offers an avenue to transform the way that arts and humanities are

addressed in public schools. Teachers words disciplinary boundaries should have the

opportunity to engage students in the poetic representation of the life around them, and to

collaborate with them in transforming their living poems onto the printed page.

Finally, teacher education must not only expose pre-service and continuing

teachers to the lives of new Americans, but must provide them the conceptual and

methodological tools to better understand those lives. Principles and practice of

ethnographic and narrative inquiry should be a part of teacher preparation programs. As

suggested by Zeichner (1993), pre-service teachers should be encouraged to address their

own sense of cultural identity as well as participate in direct intercultural experiences in

the wider community. The use of ethnographic techniques such as participant

observation and field notes can help students document these experiences for later

reflection with colleagues (Moll, 1992).

Witherell and Noddings (1991) suggest that narratives are central to the work of

teachers and counselors, allowing one to penetrate cultural barriers, discover one's "self"

and the "other," and deepen understanding. Critically examining the autobiographies of
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immigrants and their children within the context of a discussion group is one promising

way of increasing the cultural understanding of teachers from both majority and minority

cultures (Florio-Ruane and DeTar, 1995; Galindo and Olguin, 1996). Another example

comes from my own use of Kotlowitz's (1991)W,the story of

two African-American boys growing up in Chicago's housing projects, with classes of

pre-service teachers who are largely European-American and who grew up mostly in

small towns and suburbs. Students usually find Kotlowitz's well-documented "story"

very meaningful, and challenging to some of their pre-existing ideas about race, class and

educational opportunity.

Moreover, works such asWmoves the reader to raise

ethical questions: Why does the drug trade appear to be one of the few economic

alternatives in many poor urban neighborhoods? Why must children dodge bullets on a

school playground? Why do many members of our society want to demonize "welfare

mothers" and their children rather than address the social and economic reasons for their

poverty and marginalization? Similarly, moral questions arise from Shou Cher's

narrative. What responsibility does the American government and society have for

refugees, many of whom are here as a direct result of American military activity abroad?

As educators of all children, what responsibility do schools have for reaching out to all

parents, especially those who do not speak the dominant language? What is the place for

spirituality in the public schools? How should schools prepare the next generation of

citizens for America and the world? Good narratives cause the reader to ask such moral

questions. They enable educators to engage students and others in the "realm of practical

ethics" on the mutual "quest for goodness and meaning" (Witherell and Noddings,

1991 :4).
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Lessons for Policymakers

Shou Cher has a long memory, and because remembrances of things past help to

guide him in his life and work today, his life history contains many stories from the past:

How the Hmong people lost their land by the Yellow River or in the mountains of

northern Laos, how they lost, and regained, their books, how they have ever supported

those whom they have trusted, even when this trust was betrayed-such stories from the

past provide Shou with a framework for analyzing his world today. The life history of

Shou Cher could provide policymakers with a framework for a better understanding of

the educational lives of new Americans.

A narrative approach to the study of immigrant education can contribute to an

understanding of how historical conceptualizations of immigrants have led to certain

educational policies, and how these policies, in turn, have impacted the lives of

immigrant families. Narratives of immigrant educational lives in the l990s offer ways in

which to study how changing bilingual, multicultural, and social welfare policies

continue to impact immigrant families. The autobiographical writings of Richard

Rodriguez and Leonard Covello have influenced our understanding of policies ranging

fiom bilingual education to tracking. Policymakers, who often rely on generalized

concepts of immigrants and their needs, could use the life history of a Hmong immigrant

to become more aware of the individual complexity and variety of the most recent

generation of new Americans, and how their needs are changing with the shifting social

and economic contexts in American life.

This life history also suggests ways in which school management policies could

move beyond the discipline andpunish metaphor to one ofmaking peace. Children

learn from the examples of role models, and in settings such as Horace Kallen school

where many ethnicities and languages are represented, the expanded use of community

liaisons can facilitate the peace making process. Policymakers need to think again about

the teaching of values in schools. Without the values of resourcefulness, relationship and
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respect, learned and practiced in schools, we can expect youths to turn elsewhere in their

search for understanding--dropping out, joining gangs, etc. McLaughlin and Heath

(1993) argue that myths about teenagers from inner-city schools--that can't be trusted,

that they are lazy, that they are beyond redemption, just to name a few--discourage youths

from becoming involved in positive ways in their communities. Instead, such myths

"convey disrespect and preclude the empowering strategies essential to youth's productive

development" (235). By building relationships between teachers, students and their

families, respecting all students and allowing them room to develop their resourcefulness

in creative, cooperative ways, schools can teach children from an early age that they are

valued members of a community, and that their help is needed in building a better life for

all.

One way which this life history suggests of working for peace and social justice

through the schools is the use of community liaisons. Clearly, having a person who is an

insider in a community and can speak the language of the community is necessary to

foster the holistic growth of children, families, and communities, with the help of schools.

According to historians Tyack and Hansot (1982), such was Leonard Covello's dream in

East Harlem-~to use the school as a means for bettering the lives of all members of the

community, to truly make it community-centered:

Covello had no aversion to arguments and disputes. Nor

did he interpret the absence of conflict as a sign of

progress. East Harlem was a violent place-the Open

violence of youth gangs and the Cosa Nostra, the more

hidden psychological violence of hunger and dark, crowded

tenements, the anger of incomprehension between parents

and children. Covello wanted to channel this energy of

conflict into collective political and social actions that

would improve the lives of people, that would give them

voices and power (211).

Through community liaisons Horace Kallen school redistributes the power for decision-

making from the front office into the communities. The liaisons contribute their

understanding of community needs and politics, and in their turn are being trained in the

nuances of the American educational system and civic democracy. As Myles Horton
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(1990) has suggested, if we value participatory democracy, we must begin teaching this

value through the schools by respecting community voices in the process of educational

decision-making.

The life history of Shou Cher also challenges educational policymakers to

reconsider the individualistic philosophy that often underlies schooling in our democracy.

Resourcefulness, relationship and respect can provide the foundation for building social

capital in the United States. Putnam (1995) defines social capital as the human networks,

norms and social trust that facilitate coordination and cooperation for mutual benefit. He

cites cross-national evidence of the value of social capital for fostering reciprocity and

encouraging collaboration, resolving collective dilemmas, and broadening "the

participants' sense of self, developing the '1' into the 'we'" (67). He argues that America

suffers from declining social capital, citing declining membership in social and civic

organizations and lack of civic participation, and suggests that we must find ways to

"reverse the adverse trends in social connectedness, thus restoring civic engagement and

civic trust" (77). By focusing on the development of social capital rather than individual

achievement, policymakers must find ways to encourage the development of a democratic

and cooperative citizenship in schools.

Lessons for all Americans

This life history of Shou Cher began with an episode two years ago in which he

was shot, and after which he felt a sense of homelessness, that

This place belongs to someone else.

It's not my house.

I don't belong to this Earth.

Through subsequent work with the diverse staff and students at Horace Kallen school,

and his own reflections, Shou has come to a different understanding of America and

Americans:

Many difl’erentpeoples live in the same town

black, brown, yellow

ifthey look a certain way, they have

their own community.
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I don't deny it,

it is good to serve your own community.

Please do your bestfor them.

But then you should

treat others nicely, too.

black, white, brown, yellow

we are the same people.

Shou has come to believe that America is a place where groups like the Hmong can find a

home, can serve their own community, yet also be part of a larger, multicolored tapestry.

Michael Walzer (1990) has said that "Americans have homesteads and homefolks

and hometowns"--and, we should add, homeboysu"but they don't have much to say about

a common or communal home" (592-593). As a newcomer who has engaged in his own

personal struggle to find a home in America, Shou Cher offers a lesson for all Americans

who would make peace with themselves and their communities. We must reject

messages and policies that are founded in fear and misnust, and learn how to live with all

the diverse citizens of our nation and our planet. As Shou Cher's life has demonstrated,

one of the best ways to learn this lesson is to work and study in educational settings that

value all the languages and cultures that contribute to our changing nation. The values of

resourcefulness, relationship and respect can be tools for consu'ucting a great community

out of diverse individuals.

Alongside American individualism, with all of its potentials and dangers, a

communitarian spirit also has its place in our society. This spirit has been fostered by

generations of newcomers. From the Cherokee call for a gadugi, "to help one another,"

to the American Indian Movement community patrols in urban areas; from African

Americans and their supporters who organized the road to freedom along the

Underground Railroad, and later, the road to Civil Rights; from Latin American traditions

such as the minga, or communal working of the soil, to the United Farm Workers,

building communities to protect those who work the soil; from Asian Americans such as

the Hmong, who organize extensive mutual support networks to take care of the housing,

food and employment needs of new members of the community; from European
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Americans traditions symbolized by the barn-raising, still practiced in many Amish and

Mennonite farming communities.

Moreover, the history of the United States is in part a history of diverse peoples

coming together to build and support communities across ethnicity and color. Diverse

Americans have contributed to the architecture of our cities, and the preservation of our

parks and green spaces; they have fought side by side in the union movement and have

sought to preserve the livelihood of small farmers; their spirit provides the rhythms for

American music, dance, and literature; their commitment to the future has guided the

education of our young, the future of our democratic society. Maxine Green (1996) has

written that the needs, aspirations and contributions of diverse Americans must be

recognized, "that a plurality of American voices must be attended to, that a plurality of

life-stories must be heed " if the promise of the American community is to be fulfilled

(28).

Michael Walzer (1990) has argued that America is more than a place, or

collection and mixture of cultures, but an idea of unity rising out of plurality:

If there are cultural artifacts, songs and dances, styles of

life and even philosophies, that are distinctively American,

there is also an idea of America that is itself distinct,

incorporating oneness and manyness in a "new order" that

may or may not be "for the ages" but that is certainly for us,

here and now (608).

Shou Cher's values of resourcefulness, relationship and respect represent the best of

Hmong and American traditions and offer us a pathway to unity. These 3 R's, if taken

seriously in school and society, offer hope for making peace in a diverse nation, a peace

founded in tolerance and justice. By listening to, and valuing, the voices of newcomers

like Shou Cher, America renews herself, and moves forward towards the realization of a

dream: e pluribus unum, out of many, one.



Epilogue: Research as an Opening

For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face;

Now I know in part, but then I shall know fully, just as I

also have been fully known.

- 1 Corinthians, 13:12

The gales ofNovember have returned to Windigo. Brown oak leaves, the last to

fall, go clattering along the gutters. The clouds have blown by and, low in the southwest,

Jupiter and the crescent moon can be seen peeping through the bare branches ofthe

trees. It is a good nightfor gathering close,fighting off the chill ofthe season and ofthe

times with a rare tale.

Shou and I are on our own tonight: He has afull house at home, as halfa dozen

relatives have just arrivedfrom the Thai camps, and, until Shou helps themfind their

place to live, they will be staying with him and hisfamily. My house will soon befilled

with the sounds and exuberance ofa two-year old's tea party with hisfavorite neighbors.

So Shou and I drive out to a 24-hour breakfastjoint that lies along a strip offlea-bag

motels at the north entrance to Windigo. Out there on the edge of the city we talk about

what we have teamed during our time together.

Don: Has this been a process that you have found to be valuable for yourself,

personally?

Shou: Yes. There are a couple of things. One is to recall my past life, and even recall

the culture I grew up with, and any major events or points in my life--you know,

if you don't talk back, then you just can't recall. You don't have someone to talk

to about your past life. So it is to recall those events in my past life. I also am

interested in having a copy of the story for myself. Also, I know that my life

might have lessons for others; I can provide my life for anyone else who might be

interested. The other thing is when we study together, when we say it, record it,

and write it down, it gives me a big lesson: I have probably made many mistakes

in my past life, and I can learn many things fiom my previous life, too. Also, my
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son and the young people, how do they think about the old people, the parents.

Parents and children, how do they think. That also corrects me--the way that I

live, the way that I am a father, the way I correct my children.

You talk about how you see your children differently when you share these kinds

of things. One thing I notice is when you tell a lot of these stories, you talk about

your relationship with your children, but you use examples of your relationships

with your father and your parents. Maybe another interesting part of

remembering these stories is that you remember how you were: Maybe it was not

exactly the same, it was a different country and a different time, but a similar age.

Yes, that's right. I know my childhood was somewhat different than my

children's. How I acted toward my father and how my children act toward me is

somehow different. Yet, I can still adapt something from it. What I did towards

my father I thought was good, but I did not know how myfather thought about

me. Did he think I was a good boy, or not good? Sometimes I think that my

children are quite naughty or they don't really obey my directions; but, to compare

them with other children, my children are in some way even better. My children

are satisfactory, not excellent, but we are only human. I can say that I made

mistakes when I was a child, and I can see that my children make mistakes when I

am a father.

You've given some good reasons for people to read about a life--your life, or other

people's lives. I mean, every one of us has done things that other people can learn

from. Do you think that this is also a story about the Hmong people--certainly

your perspective of them, and not the whole story--but it does deal with some of

the issues of the newest Americans who have come here. Do you think the story

has an importance for other Americans to read, in terms of coming to understand

each other?
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Yes. I think it is important. They might think back to their young life, compared

to my young life. They also might think about I as a father, compared to my

children. It is good to compare the stories. The way I lived, when I was a young

boy, I may never go back to live like that again. But it is in my brain.

One of the things about talking to someone like you or reading about your life is

how it might influence people in schools--teachers, students, and other people.

You are a member of the community. Right now you are working for the school,

not because you have a degree, not because you have a certificate of some kind,

but because you have a life experience and a lot of skills and knowledge that are

beneficial. I think one thing I've learned from doing this project with you is just

how much someone like you, who has a lot of knowledge, but not necessarily

from the school--how much the school can learn from someone like you, or can

benefit from having someone like you work with the kids, or even just to know

about your life. If teachers knew about that, it might help them when they have

people come into the classrooms who are Hmong or other kids who are different.

You are with a school that recognizes those things, but do you think that is

something that all schools need to be more aware of, that there are people in the

community who know a lot, and it would be good for them to get to know them a

Ihuk:bhlxuun;orusethenrasreymncesfinrduzkkkt

I would think that even if you establish a very good school, and you exclude the

community, I think that is not a very good idea. To my knowledge, it is good to

know the people. They are somewhere outside the school. They could have a

better idea, or they could just support you. I myself never went to school when I

was a boy. To me, anyone in the community might know something that the

educator does not know. And we need one another. If you open your mind to

your community, there will be formed knowledge. If any school opens their mind

to their community, it will help very much.
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I really have benefited a lot from this project. I have learned a lot, not just about

you, but about spiritual things, about parenting, about what it means to be

educated-4s that just school education, or what else does it mean?--a lot of

different things. One thing I wonder about, as you think about doing this project,

working with me in the role of a researcher, someone who is trying to find things

out, do you have any particular advice that you would give to other people such as

myself, maybe who haven't done this kind of thing, but who want to understand

the community better, or who want to understand education in a way that honors

what the community knows? Do you have any advice for researchers, say, who

might work with other people in the Hmong community or other people in the

community, or to study other people's lives like yours? What would you suggest

that they do?

I would think that asking the particular person whom you want to research about,

make a special request: Can I do this? I will appreciate how important you are to

me if I could do it. I think most people will accept the research. I do not know if

other people will agree with me, but since you are asking a big favor, they would

try to support you. I know working with someone who might not benefit you

right away, it might not be a very good idea for you to say yes. But I myself, I am

a generous person who will provide my own life to anyone who wants to hear it.

Anyone who wants to do this kind of research, I think it is important to ask it as a

big favor, and then be honest to the person, like what we are doing here today, and

appreciate the job. I think that is the most important. Just spending time together

like this is good. One thing I do not know for sure if they could share their own

personal lives, like what I share. IfI am open, they should be open, too.

- So, you are suggesting that the researchers, too, must be willing to open their

lives.

Yes. There is something we might avoid, which is not to hurt one another.



Don:

Shou:

240

I thought about that, and decided I should put in the story about my letter to my

brother. I thought, this story about your father's death is a very personal story

from you. It hurt. It hurt a lot then, and it probably still hurts. For me to not

share a story of mine, which maybe is not as dramatic, but it certainly was a

hurtful thing, certainly for my brother, what I did. And not putting that in, I

would feel like I hadn't participated fully.

I think we have been very, very open, and I believe that it is worthwhile doing

that. For me, I wanted to share.
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CURRENTS IN QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

Qualitative research is comprised of a broad array of traditions and assumptions

which include positivism, postsu'ucturalism, and various perspectives and methods of

cultural and interpretive studies. Denzin and Lincoln (1994) write that "qualitative

research is difficult to define clearly," as it privileges no methodology, and has "no

theory, or paradigm, that is distinctly its own" (3). Denzin and Lincoln do, however,

identify five viewpoints shared by many qualitative researchers: Qualitative researchers

may be influenced by positivist and postpositivist traditions, but they are less likely to

rely on statistical measurements in their interpretation of events; they tend to accept a

postmodern position which argues for many different ways of explaining the social

world; they are generally interested in representing the perspective of individual subjects;

they acknowledge that the social world is in movement, and that this movement

constrains their work in various ways; and they favor rich descriptions of people and

events.

Like a great river, qualitative research contains many currents, and the waters of

these currents often intermingle and influence the flow of the stream. Below I briefly

describe some of the important theoretical trends and modes of inquiry which are

influential in qualitative research today. This is not meant as a comprehensive list, but

merely a few highlights along the ever-shifting course of the great river.

Theoretical Trends

Constructivist. For consuuctivists, knowledge and truth are created, not

discovered. A particularly attractive form of constructivism among educational

researchers is social constructivism, which assumes that the terms by which the world is

understood have been created socially and dialogically (Gergen and Gergen, 1991; Guba
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and Lincoln, 1989). By arguing that knowledge comes through dialogue with others,

constructivists suggest that researchers will come to understanding by exchanging points

of view with informants, and testing competing viewpoints "not against predetermined

standards of rationality but against the immediate exigencies of life" (Jackson, 1989:14).

Interpretivist. Interpretivist theory is derived from the German intellectual

uadition of hermeneutics, phenomenology, and critiques of positivism. Rather than

provide scientific explanation, the goal of the natural sciences, interpretivists seek to

understand the meanings of phenomena in the social world. One paradox faced by

interpretivists is how to give primacy to the subjective experience of informants and at

the same time create an objective interpretive science. Rabinow and Sullivan (1987)

address this paradox by arguing that interpretation is not merely a method, but part of the

human condition. The study of the human condition is profoundly interpretive, in

Schwandt's (1994) words, because "we do not simply live out our lives in time and

through language; rather, we are our history" (120).

Critical. Critical theory, with its roots in the work of Frankfurt school

philosophers such as Herbert Marcuse, examines forms of socially constructed

domination, injustice and discourses of power. Critical theorists seek to question that

which appears obvious, to engage in a transformative praxis with disempowered persons

and groups, and one of their goals, according to Kincheloe and McLaren (1994), should

be "the alleviation of suffering and the overcoming of oppression" (154). Less

deterministic than Marxists scholars, critical theorists such as Giroux (1988) argue that

schools are not merely means of social reproduction, but are potential sites for resistance

and critical empowerment.

Feminist. The variety of feminist approaches to inquiry share an outlook that

centers on the diverse experiences of women, problematizes the social and institutional

construction of those experiences, and utilizes research to influence theory, practice and
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policy to address issues of social justice (Olesen, 1994). Feminist theory is marked by a

special attention to subjectivity, relationships, and interactions. Feminist theory thus

shares a constructivist concern for dialogue, an interpretivist concern with meaning-

making, and a critical concern for research as a means for addressing issues of power in

society.

Modes of Inquiry

Ethnography. Ethnography has its roots in the fieldwork of anthropologists such

as Malinowski (1922). Generally, it refers to a mode of inquiry characterized by

participant observation, the study of a small number of cases, work with "raw" data such

as field notes and audio transcripts, and an emphasis on the particular that encourages an

interpretive analysis that relies more on rich description and explanation than on

statistical data (Atkinson and Hammersley, 1994). Questions facing contemporary

etlrnographers include: Can the research text represent reality, or should it be treated as

fiction? To what extent do informants author the text? Do research texts adequately

represent the lives and conditions of those studied? As with other modes of inquiry, such

questions are both methodological and ethical in nature.

Phenomenology and Ethnomethodology. Phenomenology is concerned with the

way in which the life world is experienced, made, and remade by members of society in

subtle ways on an everyday basis. Humans have a commonsense stock ofknowledge

which they draw upon and tend to share, intersubjectively (Schutz, 1964). Sharing

phenomenology's concern for how people experience their world, etlrnomethodology

focuses attention on how the daily interpretations of reality by members of a group

produces and organizes social life. Thus, ethnomethodologists are interested in natural

discursive practices of informants, and how their talk constitutes or reconstitutes a local

reality.
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Grounded Theory. This is a methodology for generating theory from data that has

been systematically gathered and analyzed. Grounded theorists such as Glaser and

Strauss (1967) argue that theory emerges from the doing of actual research, and that

theories grounded in data can be modified and extended as new data is gathered and

analyzed. This emphasis on theory development differentiates grounded theory from

other approaches to qualitative research. Grounded theory is also noted for systematic

questioning and coding procedures, theoretical sampling, and conceptual integration

(Su'auss and Corbin, 1994).

Historical and Biographical Inquiry. Historians and biographers are concerned

with the story of lived experience. They each see the study and writing of lived

experience as work of interpretation. The data gathered in these approaches might

include written records of the past, such as letters, diaries, newspapers, and popular

literature, or, in the case of living informants, oral interviews. Historians focus attention

on a given period of time and how "we all live history," both in larger events such as wars

and recessions, as well as in "the most mundane aspects of our daily lives" (Tuchman,

1994). Biography is the history of a person's life, and biographical inquiry moves beyond

disciplinary boundaries to explore a life's many contexts.

Participatory Research. Participatory and action research seeks to make the

research process and research findings more accessible and relevant to the lives of those

studied. Influenced by feminist and critical theory as well as new spiritualities and

theories of science, participative researchers tend to see humans as co-creators of reality

through participation (Reason, 1994). There is an emphasis on experiential knowing,

dialogue, and reflective action by persons and communities, with knowledge arising from

this action (Freire, 1968). Data in participative inquiry can range from formally

transcribed conversations to expressive forms such as song, dance and theater. This type

of inquiry attempts to create authentic dialogue between researchers and the people whom
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they wish to study (and serve). One particular strand, Participatory Action Research

(PAR), encourages the development of research projects that develop leadership potential

within the community studied for further research and action efforts.
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PROTOCOL FOR INTERVIEW WITH SHOU CHER

Place of birth, and year. Earliest memories. Stories heard from elders (folktales

and Hmong history remembered)

Family relationships as child: number of brothers and sisters; description of

father and mother, and their roles in family; activities of the family; games played.

Learning at Home. Things taught to you by mother, father, siblings, or other

relatives-~such as farming (techniques, etc.); hunting; fishing; embroidery;

traditional medicine; commerce; helping parents, or helping with other children.

Favorite activities as a child. Best and worst memories of childhood.

Learning in the community. Relationship with extended family, clan, village.

Community activities--markets, festivals (e.g., New Year's); describe these.

Formal schooling. Describe subjects learned, manner of schooling. Best and

worst memories of school.

Marriage and Parenting. How you met your spouse, how you got married. Why

you were interested in marrying this person. Having children--the experience of

childbirth. Parenting and child care roles, activities; home medicine; teaching the

children--what would you teach them first, and how would you teach them? Best

and worst memories of parenting.

The War in Laos. Your activities during the war:

father--soldiering? What did they teach you? What did you learn how to do?

Strongest/ worst memories of being a soldier? Greatest difficulties? Relations

with US, CIA?

mother-taking care of family and farm? How did you organize the children to

help? Did the war come to your village? How did you manage? What did you h

ave to learn how to do? Strongest/worst memories of wartime.

Exodus. How did you leave Laos? What were the circumstances of your

departure? What dangers did you face on the way to Thailand? What were the

strongest memories of this time?

Refugee Camp Life (Ban Vinai?). How long were you there? What did you do to

pass the time? How did you organize your family and community? What were t

he dangers and difficulties of camp life? What are your strongest memories of

this time? (to Mother: did you make any Pan dau (sp) at this time? Do you have

any I could see?) How and when did you decide to come to the U.S.?

Coming to US. Where did you settle first? Where else have you lived, and for

how long? What caused you to move from place to place (family, kinship ties?)?

What were the difficulties faced in adjusting to the new culture, language, and

land? What did you need to learn to adapt here? (e.g., language, cultural "rules"

of behavior, job skills)?
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What surprised you most about the U.S.? About the American people? What are

(were) your best and worst impressions of America?

Hmong community support. Who helped you when you came to the U.S.? Who

did you stay with? Who helped you find a house? a job? a school for the

children? How have you helped other Hmong who have just moved to a new

location? Why do you help each other (family, kinship ties--or more extensive

ties to all Hmong)?

Learning in the US. What have you learned since arriving here? (e.g., how to

drive a car, English, job skills, cultural "rules" of behavior, how to find things that

are needed) Who helps you learn these things? What do you learn from friends?

reading? TV? your children?

Formal education. English classes attended? Other formal education since

arrival? Best and worst memories of this schooling? Memorable teachers?

Working. What professional learning have you experienced? Whatjobs have you

held? What skills learned? What are difficulties of working in U.S.? Most

memorable work experiences? (father may be in educational field--sub questions).

Parenting in US How has your role as a parent changed? How has it remained

the same? How has relationship with spouse changed? Relationship with

children? Are traditional Hmong values about parent-child relationships changing

in your family?

What have you taught your children about living in the U.S.? What have they

taught you? (e.g., English expressions, social norms).

What is the role of school in the lives of your kids? Its importance for them?

What do you want them to learn? Are there things (e.g., certain behaviors) you do

not want them to learn in school? How have your children done with this? Are

you happy with their educational experiences?

Parent--Teacher contact. Do you know your children's teachers? Have you

visited their schools? Is this important?

What is the importance of Hmong language and culture for your children? What

languages are spoken in the home? What traditional cultural practices do you

continue to observe (e.g., gender roles, spiritual beliefs, food, etc.). Which

Hmong practices do you want your children to continue?

What would you like to leave your children, if you could leave them something

important from your cultural heritage as Hmong?

What does it mean , for you, to be an American? Can you be an American and

Hmong, too?
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FROM TRANSCRIPT TO TEXT:

THE SHOOTING INCIDENT, NOVEMBER, 1994

Audiotape Transcript

D:

S

D:

S

Q
U
E
/
P
P
,

So This was in November?

That's right.

So this was a year and a half ago? A little over a year ago...

Just over a year. Because it happened in November. Because right now its

January, so, one year and two months. Back to that time, the day before that was

the, 22nd, let, that is what happened.

I remember by the time was 8:30 that I put my two sons in their room because

they were stubbonr. And I punished them for that, or disciplined them.

You said they had what?

My two sons. They were stubborn.

Oh,. stubborn. They were being stubborn.

Yes, that's right. (laughing)

So I said, "You stay in your room until I come back!" And then put them in their,

and I closed the door. And then I and my wife and the little girl went to the store.

So that Quality Dairy store by Pine and Michigan.

MmmHmm.

And my wife and the little girl stayed in the car and I went inside the store. And,

by that time, in the parking lot there wasn't any car except mine. There were not

many people in the store too, just two African-American girls who were before

me, so they paid for what they want and they came out fast. So I paid for my

bottle of milk and I came out. And of course my car is just two-doors, so I

opened my door, and I lift up my seat, and I put the gallon of nrilk behind the seat,

and I pushed it back. And I was turning to sit down, and by the time I was turning

to sit down I heard the sound gunshots about four times. That's what I heard,

about four times, from behind me. And my mind told me to, uh, to sit down fast,

in case the bullet might come straight. So it did. And when I sat down, I already

got shot.

Mmmm.

And It got in the soft spot upper hip, and the bullet just almost come through the

skin, one part of it already through.
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In front?

In front.

Like in your stomach, or something?

That's right. Upper part stomach, lower part...

Diaphram, or the lungs?

Well, uh...

Right in here? (I gesture to upper part of my stomach)

Right, yeah, right in here. (gestures to upper part of stomach)

Yeah, OK.

So I fell down, in part of sit and part of fell down. So I told my wife, Oh,

somebody shot me. And she said, You're kidding. I said, No, I'm not kidding. Of

course my hands were holding the bullets from that, and I showed her my hands,

and there were blood in my hands, so she believed, and she yelled loud, and she

went to the store and called for help, and they call, and the ambulance came right

away.

MmmHmmm.

And by that time, I remember I take a view through my left shoulder, I still saw

the two girls who came earlier, I believe, they were the two girls who came

earlier, I mean, who were in the store before me. They ran westward on Michigan,

northside. So I thought that they were the ones who shot me, but of course, I do

not know. But there were not many cars in the parking space at all.

Yeah.

And uh, after the police came, they came and they asked me, I was not able to

answer them. They say, what did I heard sound. I say well, but I did not use my

mouth, because it was so weak to say the word, I just made motion. And then

they say, from there? And I uh—huh, yes. That's it. So that's it. So after a couple,

like, two minutes the time when I got shot, after that time the police came about

two minutes, or less. Then another two minutes, the ambulance came. And they

say, are you all right? I say, no, I am not all right! No. No. Then they hurried up

and put me on their bed, I forgot what they call it.

Stretcher.

What?

Stretcher. Stretched out.

Stretcher. Yes. But you know, when they stretched me straight, I was almost got

died. Because when I were on a sitting position I felt better, and they stretched

me laying down, and it got worse.
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Because of how you were shot, that would hurt.

That's right. By that time I said oh, suppose I do not make it. I was not able to

tell my two sons who I put in the bedroom that you can come out. You know,

because I put two in there I say, stay here until I conre back. Suppose that I do not

make it, I did not have the time to tell them to come out? That's one thing that I

remember.

This was one thing you were thinking. You would never have a chance to talk,

you might never have the chance to talk to them again.

I might never have the chance to talk to them again.

Yeah, yeah.

So by that time, I promised to God that: Dear God. If I did something mistake

that I caused that this would happen to me, forgive me. And I said, dear God, if

you want me recover this. And I said, dear God, if I did not make it, receive my

spirit into your hands. That's how I prayed. That's how I prayed. And then by

that time in the car and everything happened at the same time, one thing after

another. So they put me in the ambulance, and I asked for a pillow, and they said

no, you are OK with this. You're OK. So they demand the driver (laughs), they

said take Michigan to the east.

So he was going the wrong way.

Yes. They go westward.

To get to the hospital.

That's right. They go, they demand. I heard the man who was standing beside me

say, go one way Michigan. Because that's the closest, to St. Lawrence hospital.

So they took me there about, uh, um, two minutes, something like that, arrive

there. And then the men took me inside emergency room and there was the nurse

who I used to be a translator for her. So she screamed, Oh, he's one of our

translator! She screamed, and then everyone came right away! And they just tear

me apart, someone hold my hand, someone hold my head, someone hold my legs,

someone tear my clothes.

Ah. Yeah.

And it got worse. I almost got killed by that time, too. They were putting the

tube into my nostrils, it was terrible. And everything was terrible. And my

strength was reduced. And they asked me if I were OK, and I said, No. I'm not

ok. Then my wife said, I'm such a simple person--what can I do? I said, Go and

talk to Pastor Yang, who was one of my friends, and who lives in Detroit. I said,

Go and make a phone call and so you guys can pray for me. So she left. And she

said suppose that I do not be back. I had no answer for her. So she left, and

immediately the surgeon came, and they demand to go, because I heard the nurse

say, Hurry up! Go! And then they just rushed me through and prayer. And then I

prayed again. And then I said, Doctor. Suppose that I do not make it. Tell my
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wife to love the children. He said, Don't worry. You'll make it. And then he

said, are you ready? And I said, yes, I am ready. And that is all I heard. The next

thing I heard, one of the pastors, who was my friend too, called my name. And he

said, can you is what happened.

And so you were unconscious for some time after you had the surgery? For

several hours? For a day or so?

I, someone told me that would be about for 4 or 5 hours.

So you heard the voice of this pastor. And then did your family, your wife and

the kids come in? To see you? Or did they stay away?

At that time was still in intensive care

So just your wife?

Yeah, so just two people in the room. So that time the pastor and the other one. I

had such a, so many friends that I could not sleep at all! Which is good (laughs)

but I could not sleep. Yeah.

Yeah. Well that is good. That is good.

Yes. So the nurse said, You go! And he can sleep! You go, and he can sleep!

I'd love them to stay, but I could not sleep! And I'd like them to stay (laughs)!

There was very much support.

That's great.

The whole country of the United States called me, I mean all the pastors called

me, not all, but many of them called me and support a lot of things.

From all over the country?

Yes. And the district superintendant who I am under, he call and he support and

they sent a representative to visit me. So everything go well at that time.

How did your family, how did they handle it? Did they get along OK when you

were in the hospital?

I have a lot of help from other, thanks God, from those people, too. My wife was,

I mean my mother was in Minnesota, St. Paul, Minnesota by that time, and there

were my youngest sister too, and my brother-in-law, too. They heard

immediately, because my wife called. So they even liked to go to the airport and

fly right away to come and see me if they have the chance. They support so

much. They came and they stayed the whole one week, and my mother stayed for

the whole two months. She support so much. And, like I said, the neighborhood

support so much, too.

How well did you, the people in the neighborhood, had you known them very

well before this?
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Ohh, I don't know them very well. But they know me quite well, just because I

am the only family who have the most children, and of course, they know, they go

to the same school, and when, if they talk to me, I talk to thenr, and if they ask

me, I answer them.

Right, Right.

Besides, the police officer who work this area, he mentioned to the

neighborhood, that's what they told me. Also, what do you call, the sergeant, or

the major of the police department, he also came visit me a couple of times. He

came and talk to me, too. So he mentioned that if I would like help, they can ask

the neighborhood to help, and they helped a lot.

What kinds of things did the neighborhood do?

Some of them bring matuess, couches, foods and Christmas items.

Was this right before Christmas?

That's right. And I should say, talking about Christmas presents, that year was the

most hat we see. Yes.

Yeah. That's great.

Those were things, I think back, and you need someone to encourage. And if the

encourage really help.

Overall, then, it was a really bad experience to be shot. But how did it make you

feel about, did it make you feel in a different way about being in the United

States, or American people?

Yes. I do not put as bad country, no I do not mean that. But it might be bad

neighborhood. And I don't mean all people, but someone around the area is bad.

And some way in the area is bad. That does not mean that go to particular race or

whatever. But someone there, I do not know who it is, is bad. And he's not

particular bad from birth! Somehow he's bad, by leanring somewhere or

something, I do not know. But yes, I have that feeling too, and my mother said

that.

You know, by that time, so many things terrible happen to my family. You know,

before I got that problem, I and my wife already made a decision to resign

pastoral. We already made, we just did not have the paper to resign, but we

already made the decision to resign. Because our income, our way, our

encouragement, was everything go low. So we said, OK, that's the bottom one.

We stop it. Maybe God does not choose us to be here. So, we're stubborn. We

are ready for that. But by that problem, I put my hope in God, only, and some of

the help, too, they helped me a lot. And I could not stop it, so I have to go on.

But after I came from the hospital the things that I think in my mind-mow its

quite changed, its changed a lot, but back to that time, the first week, I'm gonna

tell you what I think, back to that time. I said,
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There isn't any solid place, any place of peace on Earth. There isn't. I stay in the

hospital or two weeks. I do not, I disown that place. The hospital is not my place.

They said, you can go home. And I don't have a home to go . This house I live in

which is not my house. Not my home. I live by the money. This place belongs

to someone else. It's not my house. I don't belong to Earth.

Besides, I scared. I do not know if next day I get shot again. I don't trust going

outside. I do not know how I should live. I do not want to stay by the window. I

don't want to sit by the window. I don't want to live in this area. I don't want to

live anywhere. I don't belong to this Earth.

These, there were a lot of things in my mind. And a couple, five days from the

day I got shot, my mother, who stayed with me in this house, she prepared my

youngest, my younger, my second youngest daughter going to kindergartner

school. And somehow, she does not know why, she fell on the cement walking,

sidewalk. And all her face got scratched and bruised, And she does not know

why. And that even bring me lower. I said, Why that happen? And she has a

problem too, she has a disease sometimes, too. And I said, Why she fall down.

And she does not realize how, why, how she fall down. And when I came back

her mouth still kind of

Swollen?

Swollen, her face was still, uh

Bruised?

Bruised and scratched, and swollen too. And I said, Oh no. Why me? Why me?

So my mother also said, this Earth does not belong to us. We do not belong to the

Earth.

So that's bad, but the only good thing by that time we experienced we say, we

don't belong to the Earth. We belong to Heaven, where we should go. And we

should go until we are there. That's the feeling back at that time. Very strong.

That's changed?

That's changed. The only thing is that I cannot resign, uh, since you ask

everything, I tell you: The only thing that I cannot resign the ministry is this: I

got shot. I should say, I got killed, and God saved me because he might have that

purpose for me to going on, and he helps me a lot, and the neighborhood helped

me, I do not know why. I cannot give up the ministry, no matter how suffer I am.

I cannot give up. That's the only thing that is still in my mind that You should

not give up. So that is why I am still here today.

It was also at this time that (the directors of the school) visited you in the

hospital?

Yes, yes. The first day I guess. I think and I believe the first day, because I think

I still in the intensive care room. And someone calling me, and I just opened my

eyes, and someone holding me, Mr. (Cher)? And then I saw, oh, (Rachel). And

then another person, oh, (Diana). But I did not know (Diana) as well as (Rachel).
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And they inuoduced that (Diana) was the principal, and (Rachel), who I know

better. And they visit me. They were working in the school that my children goes

to. So, I said, Oh, I fforgot to fill the application And they said, No! Don't

worry! We'll save the job for you! That job ism! So, I think they had mercy

in that, too. Yes. I appreciate it very much for that too. They support me, too. I

remember they gave me about $300.

In the version of this story that appears in the text (pages 77-82) I decided to

delete my questions about the details of the event, and to arrange Shou's account as a

dramatic dialogue between himself and the voices of others that he remembers. Also, the

section that begins "There is no place of Peace on Earth" has been arranged as poetry, to

better represent the emotive power of Shou Cher's oral rendition of this passage during

our interview.

Compare the two representations of Shou Cher's words below: The first is from

the original audiotape transcription, and I have underlined words and phrases that I feel

need to be changed in order to conform to Standard American English and strengthen the

narrative:

There isn't any solid place, any place of peace on Earth. There isn't. I stay in the

hospital or two weeks. MIdisown that place. The hospitalls not my place.

They said, you can go home. And I don't have a home to go. This house I livein

menrs not my house. Not my home. I hve by the money. This place belongs

to someone else. It's not my house. I dont belong to Earth.

In this second representation of the same words, minor changes have been made for

grammatical and narrative consistency; moreover, in order to better express the emotive

power of Shou Cher's oral language, the words have been arranged in the form of a poem,

rather than as prose:

There isn't any solidplace,

any place ofpeace on Earth.

There isn't.

I stayed in the hospitalfor two weeks.

I disown that place.

The hospital is not my place.

They said:

You can go home.

Andl don’t have a home to go to.
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This house I live in is not my house.

Not my home.

I live by the money.

This place belongs to someone else.

It's not my house.

I don't belong to this Earth.
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PERSONAL NOTES ON HMONG SONG AND POETRY

Shou Cher has practiced traditional Hmong music and song since childhood.

Traditional Hmong music includes funeral music, New Year's music, and personal music.

Also, there is a variety of song that occurs without musical accompaniment, which is

called kwstxiaj. Shou says that typically with such song, what is going on in your

personal life is compared to the life of nature. He provided me with this example in

English:

There is a bird singing on the mountainside

on the mountainside

Andmy girlfriend

IfI cannot many with you

I will never die.

There is a bird singing in the meadow

My girlfriend

IfI cannot marry you

I might die

I will never go.

Shou says that the meaning of this song is that, although the body of the boyfriend may

die, his spirit will not rest, but will stay with her. Traditional songs would include four

series of pairs such as the stanzas above.

Shou Cher also helped me better understand the song below by Lee Txai that

appears in Chapter Three:

Unhappy and yet not broken-hearted,

I come to this foreign land,

Without young brothers, without old brothers,

like a crazed dog wandering from here to there.

Broken-hearted and yet not unhappy,

I come to this foreign land,

Without young brothers, without old brothers,

and the others eat, while I watch like a dog waiting for scraps.

Shou identified Lee Txai as a leader of the Chao Fa movement within the Ban Vinai

camp. His song varies from traditional Hmong song in much the same way as the
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religion of the Chao Fa varies from traditional Hmong religion. Nevertheless, within it

Lee Txai had wedded old and new elements of a changing Hmong culture to create a song

that expressed the mixture of stoicism and despair with which many refugees addressed

camp life.

Of all the pieces of his account that have been rendered as poetry in this text,

Shou says that "I do not belong to this Earth," as a lament, bears most similarity to a

traditional Hmong song. Nevertheless, such oral poetry in English, like Shou's life itself,

has been fully transformed from the traditional. It has become something new, and has a

beauty of its own.
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AN ANNOTATED LIST OF AUTOBIOGRAPHIES BY IMMIGRANTS AND THE

CHILDREN OF IMMIGRANTS

Anderson, M., 1951.WMinneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

Anderson emigrated to the United States from Sweden in 1889. Her

autobiography chronicles her life of dedication to the trade union

movement.

Antin, M., 1912.W.Boston: Houghton Mifflin.

Antin, a Russian Jew, came to Boston with her familyin 1892.111;

Wis the optimistic story of an immigrant girl's triumph over

economic and social obstacles through the power of education.

Bok, E.. 1920. IheAmericanizatinnnfEdmrdhok New York: Scfibner's.

Bok, who emigrated from the Netherlands to the United States in 1870,

presents the success story of a "self-made" man who became a journalist in

America after learning English.

Bulosan, C., 1973. Amefigajmmfliem. Seattle: University of Washington Press.

Bulosan's narrative of an immigrant's experience from the Philippines to

America was widely popular during the war with Japan. He championed

the cause of immigrant workers and described racism on the West Coast .

Capra, F., 1985.W.New York: Vintage.

Frank Capra's story of how a poor Italian immigrant became one of the

most successful directors in Hollywood.

Carnegie, A., 1920.MW.Boston: Houghton Mifflin.

The autobiography of one of America's most famous immigrants. Moves

from Carnegie's youth as a poor boy from Scotland to his acquisition of

great wealth, to his philanthropy.

Cruz, N., 1978.W. New York: Jove.

Cruz, fiom Puerto Rico, tells of his involvement in New York City's

gangs, his conversion to Christianity, and his subsequent career as an

evangelist.

Galarza, E., 1971. W. South Bend: University of Notre Dame Press.

Galarza chronicles his family's journey from a Mexican village to the

United States during the Mexican Revolution, and his school experiences

in Sacramento, California.
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Goldman, E., 1970.WNew York: Da Capo Press.

Goldman moved from Lithuania to Rochester, New York, in 1886. Her

autobiography presents a portrait of the political ferment of anarchist,

socialist and other movements in America in the early part of the twentieth

century.

Hoffman, E., 1989. 1.4251 in Tmslag’gn; A Life in a New Language. New York: E. P.

Dutton.

An immigrant from Poland, Hoffman describes her journey to a new life

and a new language in Canada and the United States, and comments on

societal changes since the 19508.

Riis,J., 1901.W.New York: MacMillan.

Riis came to the United States from Denmark in 1870. He rose from

poverty to success as a journalist, and an active progressive reformer.

Sone, M., 1979. W. Seattle: University of Washington Press.

Sone, the daughter of Japanese immigrants, documents the

institutionalized racism inherent in the internment of Japanese Americans

during the Second World War. Hers is a story of the high costs of

assimilation.
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CONVERSION AND AMERICAN EDUCATION

The strong connection between literacy and religion in Shou Cher's life is

paralleled in the history of American education. The Second Great Awakening in

American Protestantism in the 19th century influenced the rise of the Common School

movement, many of the whose leaders were evangelical preachers (Fraser, 1985).

Through the schools these Protestant ministers sought to bring the Word to those persons

who they deemed were sitting in darkness, whether they be Native Americans, immigrant

Catholics, or others who had yet to embrace evangelical Protestantism (Jorgenson, 1987;

Glenn, 1988). More generally, schools in the United States could be seen as tools for

converting the young of many different cultural backgrounds into an American system

of beliefs and values. Often these new beliefs and values conflict with those of their

parents, forcing students to make the kinds of uncomfortable decisions that continue to

influence their relations to their family and to society.

Historians Tyack and Hansot (1982) suggest that many of the advocates of

common schooling in the mid-nineteenth century

were convinced that America was literally God's country,

the land He had chosen to bring about the redemption of

mankind. The version of millenialism they most commonly

shared was not that of an apocalyptic Second Coming, but

rather the gradual creation of the Kingdom of God on earth

and the triumph of Christian principles in government and

society. This process of redemption was not passive or

deterministic, however; the common school crusaders

regarded themselves as God's chosen agents (3).

One of the ways these agents brought fundamentalist Protestant morality into the schools

was throughW,a series of fabulously successful textbooks. With early

encouragement fiom evangelical schoolmen such as Lyman Beecher, McGuffey's sold

between an estimated 122 million c0pies between 1836 and 1920. According to Fraser

(1985), these texts "reflected American white, middle-class, Protestant morality as it was
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circa 1836, but they also became one of the major makers of American morality in the

decades ahead" (189).

Although they were not ministers themselves, Common School leaders such as

Henry Barnard and Horace Mann could not help making parallels between schooling and

the religious experience. Barnard compared the schoolhouse to a temple, "consecrated in

prayer to the physical, intellectual, and moral culture of every child in the community"

(quoted in Rushdoony, 1963:56). Moreover, the creation of normal schools for the

training of teachers was seen as part of the overall missionizing effort. In a lecture on

special preparation of teachers in 1838, Mann said:

Normal schools had to come to prepare a way for

themselves, and to show, by practical demonstration, what

they were able to accomplish. Like Christianity itself, had

they waited till the world at large called for them, or was

ready to receive them, they would never have come (quoted

in Rushdoony, 1963:41).

John Swett, superintendent of schools in California, made it clear that the mission of

common schools need not stop at the borders of the United States, but should be taken

triumphantly abroad by expanding American power. He penned these words of

missionary zeal:

Earth is rousing from her slumbers

on the shore of every sea;

toiling millions without number

marshaling for Liberty.

Raise the shout of exultation

let the banner be unfurled.

Education

for each nation,

Common schools for all the world (Swett, 1911:180)

Interestingly, even Progressive Era educators who saw no place for uaditional

Christianity in the schools proclaimed a messianic role for education. G. Stanley Hall

(1911) wrote that "the vocation of teaching should furnish many true saints for the

calendar of this new religion, and would if the schoolroom were indeed a worship of the

Holy Ghost" (668). John Dewey (1897) recognized the important role of teachers in
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bringing about his "Great Community," saying, "the teacher always is the prophet of the

true God and the usherer in of the true kingdom of God." (15) Hamid Rugg (1941)

argued that public education must be given "a driving purpose, so clear and magnetic that

thousands of teachers and millions of parents and youth will be energized by it" (277).
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