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Introduction

The commercialization of the folk crafts of the Fourth
World people (Graburn ed., 1976), the usually small and re-
mote tribes and ethnic groups in developing or even devel-
oped countries, has been frequently described in the ethno-
graphic and anthropological literature. This literature, how-
ever, has dealt predominantly with the immediate factors af-
fecting the processes of transformation of folk crafts as they
become oriented towards an "external” public (Graburn,
1976b:8). It is by now well established that these processes are
closely related to tourism in a wider sense. However, though
the spontaneous arrival of ethnic tourists (Keyes and van den
Berghe eds., 1984) in a tribal area may lead to the gradual com-
mercialization of the local crafts (e.g. Elkan, 1958), such direct
tourism seems to be responsible for only a fraction of the total
volume of commercialized folk products. Much more impor-
tant is what Aspelin (1977) termed “indirect tourism"—the
sponsored production of folk crafts for a wider tourist market,
through the intermediacy of a variety of external agents, such
as patrons, traders, trading companies, missionaries, govern-
mental agencies and non-governmental organizations (NGOs).
These agents initiate, encourage, and direct the production of
crafts, and promote them on domestic or even international
markets (see e.g. Graburn ed., 1976; Ethnic Art, 1982). Thorgh
the products may be eventually bought by tourists, the latter
are not in direct contact with the producers themselves, and
may be only dimly aware of their identity and culture.

The extensive literature on this variety of commerciali-
zation is primarily concerned with the kind of intermediaries,
their policies and effects on the crafts. It does not
usually pay much attention to the wider, political events
and the sociopolitical context which affected the lives of ethnic
and tribal groups in the first place, and thereby made them
accessible to outside agents, and responsive to their demands

and initiatives. The political factor in the commercialization of
folk crafts thus remains unexplicated, and its influence insuf-
ficiently understood.

In this paper I shall note the impact of the wider, particu-
larly international political factors on the commercialization
and transformation of the crafts of one ethnic group, the Hmong
(Meo} in Thailand and Laos—the principal topic of study.

Specifically, [ shall show the variety of ways in which the
Second Indochina War and its repercussions upon Thailand
and Laos affected the crafts of the Hmong. I shall show how
the disturbance and eventual destruction of the "traditional”
tribal life of the Hmong of Thailand, and especially of Laos,
through insurgency, war and flight, wrought havoc in the
Hmong economy, and made the Hmong accessible to the outer
world and receptive to craft production for the market as an
important supplementary source of livelihood. Ishall describe
the mechanisms which emerged as a consequence of the politi-
cal events to guide the production of Hmong crafts, and to
promote and market them. I shall point out the transforma-
tions which the Hmong textile crafts underwent under the
impact of these developments and indicate the significance of
the commercialized textiles themselves for the Hmong people—
particularly for their "external identity," i.e. their identity in the
eyes of the world into which they were precipitately cata-
pulted by historical events over which they had no control.

Three principal periods can be distinguished in recent
Hmong history; each of these had a particular impact on Hmong
commercialized crafts:

(1) The period of insurgency, war, and removal of the
Hmong from their villages in Thailand and Laos
and their resettlement or flight.

(2}  The period of the sojourn of the Hmong from Laos
in refugee camps in Thailand.
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dening agricultural techniques of the hill tribes; their produc-
tion of opium; and considerations of national security, which
became ever more paramount with the widening of the Indo-
china conflict (Marks, 1973; Hearn, 1974). In the process, at-
tempts were made to impose various restrictive measures,
often in a drastic manner, upon the tribal population.

By the 1960s the Hmong, who, living at the highest
altitudes, were among the last hill people to be reached by the
arms of government, accumulated sufficient grievances to be
ready to offer armed resistance to governmental penetration
(Hearn, 1974:40ff.). In 1967, with Chinese, and later Pathet Lao
(and, by extension, Viet-Minh) assistance, a small-scale but
fierce Hmong insurgency began in Nan Province of northern
Thailand (Lindsay, 1969; Marks, 1973:932).

In the course of their initial, heavy-handed response to
the insurgency, the Thai armed forces killed significant num-
ber of Hmong tribesmen, and napalmed or otherwise destroyed
many Hmong villages (Lindsay, 1969:82). The government
also intensified an earlier-conceived resettlement program,
according to which tribal people were removed from sensitive
highland areas and resettled in lowland villages, often com-
posed of households arbitrarily assembled from several tribal
groups. Thus thousands of Hmong and other tribal people in
fact became internal refugees (Thomson, 1968a, 1968b, 1968c;
Abrams, 1970; Charasdamrong, 1971; Bhanthumnavin, 1972;
Hearn, 1974). It was in these areas threatened by the insur-
gency and in the Hmong resettlement villages that the com-
mercialization and eventual transformation of Hmong textile
crafts was initiated in Thailand. Later on, and independently
of this process, commercialization also began in some other
Hmong villages, such as Meo Poi Pui (Cohen, 1979 : 14-20),
which were not involved in the insurgency. Some of these
were exposed to the penetration of tourism. These, however
will not be dealt with in this article.

As the Thai authorities realized that the use of brute
force would neither overcome the insurgency nor safeguard
the loyalty of the tribal people, activities intended to improve
their welfare and gain their trust were initiated (Kerdphol,
1976, 1986). A crucial role in this process was played by the
Border Patrol Police (BPP), a paramilitary organization com-
bining security and civic functions (Lobe and Morell, 1978). In
an effort to create supplementary sources of livelihood for the
tribal people, the Border Crafts of Thailand (BCT) was founded
by the BPP as early as in 1965. This enterprise, intended to
collect and market tribal craft products, was designed to be-
come part of a multi-pronged security effort in the tribal areas.
From rather limited beginnings (Luche, 1969 : 5-7), the BCT
eventually became one of the major channels through which
the craft products of the resettled tribal people and particularly
the Hmong and Mien (Yao) were commercialized. Several for-
eigners, especially Christian missionaries working with the re-
settled population, also contributed to the commercialization
of the tribal crafts; some of these eventually played a major role
in the establishment and direction of other non-profit enter-
prises and NGOs, through which Hmong tribal craft products
are currently marketed.

While sporadic commercialization of crafts took place in
some original Hmong villages located in "sensitive" security
areas, it was in the resettlement villages that it expanded in
scope and grew in economic significance. Craft production
constituted an important source of supplementary income in
the first years of resettlement, when the traditional economy of
the tribal people was seriously disrupted by their removal
from the highlands, and had not yet adapted to the new cir-
cumstances. However, the development of a market for these
products proved difficult. The promoters of commercializa-
tion attempted initially to sell to outsiders the clothes and
jewelry which the Hmong produced and used themselves;
these were purchased by a few foreigners, especially volun-
teers, residing in Thailand, but did not prove marketable in
significant quantities. In the course of a trial-and-error pro-
cess, products especially intended for the market were devel-
oped; these differed in a variety of ways from those in use by
the Hmong themselves. Traditional tribal designs were sim-
plified, so that their production would take less time than
that of traditionally executed designs; new products, adapted
to the foreigners' and, later on, tourists' demand for souvenirs
and utilitarian objects were developed, such as small, embroi-
dered, appliquéd and batiked "patches” and squares of vary-
ing sizes based on the original "pa ndau,” which could be used
as decorations on Western-type clothes or as wall-hangings.
Material, colors and color combinations were gradually adapted
to the tastes and demands of the external public, according to
the feedback from the market reaching the marketing agents,
and, through these, the producers (Cohen, 1983).

The market, however, remained limited for several years,
since the Thai people themselves showed little if any interest in
tribal products, and the marketing agencies were slow in de-
veloping export channels. Nevertheless, this initial period of
commercialization is important in that in its course the proto-
type of many Hmong products and their designs were first
developed; these were later on produced in much greater quan-
tities in the refugee camps for the Hmongs from Laos.

Approximately at the same time as the Hmong insur-
gency in Thailand, the Second Indochina War disturbed and
eventually destroyed the accustomed way of life (Barney, 1967)
of the Hmong in Laos (Vang, 1979; Yang Dao 1982). The
Laotian Hmong initially sought to remain neutral and outside
the Indochina conflict; they were, however, drawn into it
through Pathet Lao and Viet Minh reprisals against those
Hmong who collaborated with the French colonial authorities.
In self-defense, part of the Hmong supported the French and
later the Royal Lao government against the Communists. These
Hmong began to be involved in fighting the Pathet Lao as
early as in 1961 (Yang Dao, 1982 : 7-8; cf. also Chagnon and
Rumpf, 1983); subsequently they found themselves aligned
with the Americans, who succeeded the French in the direction
of the war against communism. The CIA eventually organized
and equipped a Hmong army, under the Hmong general Vang
Pao. As the forces supported by the Americans in the course of
the early 1970s gradually lost ground to the communist insur-
gents, the Hmong aligned with the Americans and their de-
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While craft production for the market began in the refu-
gee camps on a small scale in a haphazard, trial-and-error
fashion, it gradually became a well-organized, large-scale in-
dustry. This achievement, however, though providing a large
number of Hmong women with an important supplementary
source of income and conserving some of the traditional Hmong
designs, has also its more problematic aspects: it hampers
creativity and change, takes away some of the spontaneous
enjoyment of making handicrafts and leads to a petrification of
this home industry, thereby also detracting from its inherent
aesthetic interest. Indeed, perhaps paradoxically, while much
of the production sold to local intermediaries is often inferior
in quality to that marketed through the NGOs, this segment of
the market is nevertheless more dynamic and innovative than
that of the NGOs. This is true even for some products deco-
rated with Hmong ornamental designs, but it is especially true
for the products carrying representational designs, which are
marketed almost wholly outside the NGO marketing chan-
nels.

Resettlement in the United
States

From the late 1970s onwards, the United States admitted
growing numbers of Hmong refugees, resettling them in vari-
ous localities and particularly in Minnesota, Michigan, Califor-
nia and Rhode Island (Catlin, 1981; Dunnigan, 1982; Downing
and Olney, eds., 1982; Scott, 1982; Hendricks et al., eds., 1986).
Altogether, more than 50,000 Hmong have by now immigrated
to the U.S. (Crystal, 1983 :11) and large numbers of Hmong in
Thai refugee camps are still waiting to be resettled there (Walker
and Moffat, 1986 : 54).

The precipitate resettlement of a Southeast Asian high-
land tribal people from the restricted and sheltered life of
refugee camps into the urban centers of a modern large-scale
industrial society led to serious disorientation and culture shock,
as they were in the words of one observer "transported into
what seemed centuries away form their mountain homeland"
(Thompson, 1986 : 46; cf. also Viviano, 1986 : 48). The most
salient and dramatic manifestation of the distress experienced
by the resettled Hmong is the still largely unexplained phe-
nomenon of "sudden death in sleep” (Marshall, 1981; Lemoine
and Mounge, 1983). The Hmong in the U.S. also suffered
serious problems in the areas of integration and employment.
For a mostly illiterate people, the learning of a new and unfa-
miliar language, English, presented serious difficulties, de-
spite much effort to adapt its study to the Hmong context, in
both the camps in Thailand and in the U.S. (cf. Downing and
Olney, eds., 1982). Unable to find work, many Hmong fell
back upon welfare, which, owing to state welfare regulations,
was also not always readily forthcoming (Viviano, 1986 : 47);
cf. also Desan, 1983 : 45; Freeman et al, 1985).

Under these circumstances, the Hmong textile products
appeared to offer a promising source of support to the desti-

tute and often helpless new immigrants. Indeed, the American
public "discovered" the Hmong textile crafts soon upon the
refugees’ arrival. Their unaccustomed designs and colors make
them a popular item in bazaars and craft shops (Lacey, 1982,
Hmong in U.S. 1984). With the help of volunteer American
women, cooperative workshops for the production of Hmong
textiles were established (Godfrey, 1982, Hmong in U.S., 1984;
Barry, 1985; Donnelly, 1986). It was felt that the Hmong,
unacquainted with the American market conditions so vastly
different from those they experienced in the refugee camps in
Thailand, needed assistance in the production, promotion and
marketing of their products. As Americans recognized the
uniqueness of Hmong culture, they also initiated projects to
preserve the Hmong folkways (Project, 1985). Numerous exhi-
bitions of Hmong commercialized textiles of both an academic
and a commercial character were held, and catalogues and
other publications on Hmong textiles in the U.S. proliferated
(Textile Art, 1981; Flower Clothes, 1981; Finch, 1982; Henninger
and Hoelterhoff, 1982; White 1982a and 1982b; Dewhurst and
MacDowell, eds., 1983; Rush, 1983; Hmong-Americans, 1984).
By all indications, the Hmong in America appeared in the early
1980's on the way to become a minority with a distinctive
identity, thanks to their handicrafts, which were simultane-
ously also becoming an important source of their livelihood.

The Hmong on their part did not have to struggle much
to adapt their products to the American market, since the
commercialized textiles produced in the refugee camps had
already been so adapted. Much of their production followed
closely the designs introduced in the camps; indeed, it is often
difficult to distinguish pieces produced in the camps from
those produced in the U.S. Nevertheless, some interesting
innovations, influenced by the American setting, can be ob-
served. These can be described in terms of two opposing
tendencies: growing Laotization on the one hand, and grow-
ing individuation on the other.

The Hmong are only one of several ethnic refugee groups
from Laos resettled in the U.S. The others were lowland Laos
and another hill tribe, the Mien. As is common in such situ-
ations, the Americans do not always distinguish between these
groups, often labelling them collectively as "Laotian refugees"
(e.g. Laotian Needlework, 1981; Barry, 1985). Apparently re-
sponding to this identification, some Hmong women began to
integrate Laotian national symbols, especially the three-
headed elephant, into their products (e.g. Dewhurst and
MacDowell, 1983:57,71).

The second tendency, growing individuation, appears to
be much stronger than that of Laotization. Freed from the
restrictive control of the NGOs in the camps, and exposed to a
highly competitive environment, the Hmong women proceeded
to spectacularize their work significantly beyond what was
common in the camps (see e.g. the illustrations of Hmong
textiles produced in the U.S. in Dewhurst and MacDowell,
eds., 1983). In the exhibition catalogues, items were listed
under the name of their individual producers. The women
also began to sign products with ornamental designs (ibid : 37,
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47), rather like Western artists, a custom which does not exist
in the refugee camps. Hmong commercial textiles appeared
on the way to become art products, rather like Eskimo soap-
stone sculptures (Graburn, 1976).

However, the Hmong commercialized textiles in the U.S.
failed to develop in the indicated direction, or to become a
continuous and viable business proposition. For soon after
production for the market began, serious difficulties arose, and
put the whole enterprise into jeopardy. At the bottom of the
crisis is the problem of prices and profits. In the sheltered
environment of the refugee camps, the Hmong women could
devote themselves to the production of labor-intensive tex-
tiles, often earning less then one US dollar a day. With mini-
mal wages in the U.S. several dollars an hour, the production
of textiles, which at the current prices often yielded about 30
cents an hour (Hmong in U.S. 1984), proved highly unprofit-
able. Many Hmong women therefore stopped producing for
the market. Older women, who cannot find other employ-
ment, tended to remain in the field, while the younger ones
turned to other occupations (ibid.). Exacerbating the problem
is the fact that the refugees in the camps in Thailand continue
to produce huge quantities of textiles, sending them for sale to
their relatives in the U.S.; here they are often sold at lower
prices than those fetched by the products made in the US.
itself (ibid.). Some Hmong women have therefore found it
more profitable to become intermediaries for refugee products
rather than to produce crafts themselves. This predilection,
indeed, provoked a serious conflict between the American
volunteer advisers and the Hmong women in one of the major
producers’ cooperatives (Donnelly, 1984 :167), thus impeding
the consolidation of the enterprise. It appears, therefore, that
the chances of survival of the Hmong textile crafts on the
American scene are slim indeed; without a concentrated effort
at their preservation, which might involve subsidies from ex-
ternal sources, the Hmong textiles will either disappear or be-
come a degenerate shadow of their earlier self—as did many
folk craft products in other highly industrialized countries.
The explosion of Hmong textiles on the world scene, which
initially received its impetus from the repercussions of the
Second Indochina War, will thus eventually be extinguished
by the hard economic facts facing those victims of that war
who have been resettled in the modern West.

Conclusions

Political events and folk crafts appear too remote from
one another to serve as a topic for research, and hence their
relationship has rarely, if ever, been make the subject of ex-
press consideration. And yet, a close relation appears to exist
between them, at least in some significant instances: major
political events on the international scene have frequently had
drastic effects on hitherto cut-off and remote people, who have
previously had little opportunity or motivation to sell their
craft products on the wider national or international

market—indeed, they may have been completely unaware of
the possibility of commercialization of their crafts. Once caught
in the events, displaced or otherwise drawn into national and
international struggles and wars, their economy transformed
or shattered, their lifeways and customs in jeopardy, the tradi-
tional crafts of these people may well become an important,
even if only subsidiary, means of livelihood and a vehicle of
communication to the wider world, whose salience for the
affected people has suddenly been significantly increased. In
the process, however, their crafts also become transformed, the
precise nature of the transformation depending on the chan-
nels through which their products are marketed.

The case of the Hmong, whether internal refugees in
Thailand, refugees from Laos in Thailand, or resettled immi-
grants to the United States, illustrates the multiple effects of
dramatic international political events on the transformation
of folk crafts. Specifically, we have seen how the early efforts
to help the displaced Thai and Laotian Hmong gave the first
spontaneous, and often only tentative, impetus to the produc-
tion of craft items, which could be marketed to an external
public; how the intervention of NGOs enrouted the develop-
ment of the commercialized crafts along some major lines,
which eventuated in the conservation of basic Hmong designs
on marketable products, but also in a gradual stifling of crea-
tivity and innovation, and the standardization of an ever greater
volume of production for an expanding market; and, eventu-
ally, how the apparent promise of a new flourishing of Hmong
crafts in the U.S. was frustrated by the hard economic facts of
the American market.

However, besides these major lines of developments,
largely influenced by the policies of the NGOs, another, minor
but significant process of spontaneous innovation took place:
namely, the emergence of representational motifs on Hmong
products. This process was more directly related to the trage-
dies of recent Hmong history than the transformation of the
ornamental designs on other commercialized products.

In their representation of Hmong recent experience of
war and flight, and in their idealized pictorial reconstruction
of Hmong life in the periods preceding these events, the Hmong
women expressed their anguish, longings and distress, and
communicated them to the wide and unknown world into
which they were precipitately catapulted (Withington, 1987;
Cohen, forthcoming).

The particular development of Hmong textile crafts
should be compared with similar developments in other parts
of the world, where ethnic groups experienced major cataclys-
mic events in recent decades. The impact of such events on
small and marginal ethnic groups is a subject which has re-
cently been given growing attention by anthropologists.®
However, the cultural expressions given to the events and
experiences remain, up to now, practically unexplored. Here
an important link could be established between the study of
ethnic arts and crafts and research on precipitate social change
among the people of the Fourth World.
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ENDNOTES

Cohen, 1982, 1983, 1987 and
forthcoming.

2. Most authors translate the self-
appellation of this subdivision,
Hmong Njua, as "Blue Hmong."
Lemoine (1972b), however,
prefers "Green" Hmong (Hmong
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