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THE MONG AND THE HMONG 
Paoze Thao, Ph.D. and Chimeng Yang, M.Ed. 

 
The Mong came to the United States (U.S.) since 1975.  Today, they live in almost every state in 
the U.S. and people still do not know who they are.  Due to the lack of written information about 
the Mong, people always refer to them as Hmong.  For this reason, this article is written to 
provide information, educate the public, discuss the rationale why they came to the United 
States, and clarify the misunderstanding and misconception about the Mong and the Hmong.  In 
addition, this article is intended to inform and help the general public to know about the 
misinformation, miseducation, misrepresentation of the Mong and the consequences they face in 
the U.S. followed by suggestions for inclusion.  The authors will shed light on the Mong and the 
Hmong, so that the Mong themselves, the general public, and service providers will have a true 
picture of the Mong people.   
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It is estimated that over 80,000 Mong and Hmong refugees have arrived in the United States 
since 1975 as a direct consequence of the U.S. Secret War in Laos, which was a part of the 
Vietnam War.  The influx was due to the United States withdrawing troops from Southeast Asia 
and the fall of the former Cambodian, Laotian, and Southern Vietnamese governments to the 
Communists in 1975 (Thao, 1999a).  Since then, the Mong and the Hmong populations have 
doubled to 186,310 in 2000 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000).  Currently, the general public does not 
know the difference between the Mong and the Hmong people.  Consequently, the Mong are 
lumped into the Hmong.  This article is intended to provide information on the Mong and the 
Hmong and the rationale why they are in the United States today, to clarify the misunderstanding 
and misconception about the Mong and the Hmong, and to educate the general public about the 
misinformation, miseducation, misrepresentation of the Mong and the consequences they face in 
the United States followed by suggestions for inclusion and a conclusion.  The authors will shed 
some light on the Mong and the Hmong, so that the Mong themselves, the general public and 
service providers will have a true picture of the Mong people. 

The Mong and the Hmong are closely-knit ethnic people from Laos.  They migrated from 
China, where they originated, in the eighteenth century and settled in Southeast Asia.  Those in 
Laos assisted France during its colonial rule from 1893 to 1945 and the United States in its 
Secret War against the Communists during the Vietnam War between 1960 and 1975.  Because 
of their constant massive migration from place to place and from country to country, the Mong 
and the Hmong have experienced a series of formative episodes: with the Chinese, with French 
Colonialism, with the Vietnam conflict, and with the refugee camps in Thailand during their 
transition to resettlement in the United States and other western countries. 
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THE RATIONALE WHY THE MONG AND THE HMONG CAME TO THE U.S.  
 

When the United States became involved in the Vietnam War, there was a lot of resistance 
against the Communists from the South Vietnamese’s and the United States’ troops.   Because 
the United States’ and the South Vietnamese’s troops were deployed along the seventeenth 
parallel, it was difficult for the Communists to transport their troops, food, and ammunition to 
support their ground fighting squads in South Vietnam.  For this reason, the Communists cut a 
new route to South Vietnam known as the “Ho Chi Minh Trail” zigzagging through Laos where 
the Mong and the Hmong lived.  By sending troops and supplies to South Vietnam through the 
Ho-Chi-Minh Trail, the Communists breached the Geneva Accords of 1962.  It should be noted 
that the Communist North Vietnam and the U.S. were among the twelve countries that signed the 
Geneva Accords of 1962 to guarantee the neutrality of Laos.   Therefore, the Central Intelligence 
Agency (CIA) approached General Vang Pao to form a special force known as the “U.S. Secret 
Army in Laos” to perform two missions.  General Vang Pao was one of the few high-ranking 
Hmong military officers in the Lao Royal Army at that time. 

General Vang Pao specified the two-fold missions of the U.S. Secret War in Laos during a 
keynote address in a New Year Celebration on November 29, 1980 in Des Moines, Iowa.  The 
first mission was to strategically penetrate the Communist force to reduce their troops, 
ammunition, and food supply line along the Ho-Chi-Minh Trail.  The second mission was to 
provide general and special rescue missions to downed American pilots.  General P. Vang also 
confirmed the same information to one of the authors during a trip to Hamilton, Indiana to attend 
Edgar Pop Buell’s funeral (personal communication, January 5-6, 1981). 
 When U.S. planes were shot down during bombing raids of North Vietnam, the pilots could 
either attempt to go east to the Gulf of Tonkin where they could be picked up by the U.S. Forces 
or they could fly west as far as possible to be rescued by the Mong and the Hmong commando 
units.  Sometimes, the Mong and the Hmong sacrificed many lives just to save one downed 
American pilot.  Each soldier of the U.S. Secret Army was paid two to three dollars a month for 
these dangerous missions.  The American allies were treated with respect, dignity, and 
hospitality in the Mong and the Hmong homes.  Even though the Mong and the Hmong were 
poor in terms of money, but they were rich in their accommodation, respect, and human dignity.  
As farmers, the Mong and the Hmong were self-sufficient because of their agricultural economy.   

The U.S. intervention in Laos resulted in large-scale air operations over Northern Laos, 
especially in the province of Xieng Khouang, the home of thousands of the Mong and the 
Hmong.  Branfman (1972) reported that over 25,000 missions were flown against the Plains of 
Jars (“Plaines des Jarres”) from May 1964 through September 1969.  Over 75,000 tons of 
bombs were dropped and over 50,000 airmen at distant bases were involved in the bombing.  

Robbins (1978) asserted that the American airmen who fought this U.S. Secret War in Laos 
were known as "the Ravens" and that their stories during the Vietnam conflict were locked away 
in classified archives and would not be revealed until after the year 2000.  Bruchett (1970) 
reported that the tonnage of bombs dropped on Lao [Mong and Hmong] villages exceeded that 
dropped in any year on North Vietnam, more than on Nazi-occupied Europe in World War II.  

Even though thousands of the Mong and the Hmong people were killed and wounded, and 
there are still remnants of enormous bomb craters at the Plains of Jars (“Plaines des Jarres”), the 
massive bombardment was kept secret from the world.  If it had been publicized, the United 
States would have been known to breach the Geneva Accords of 1962 that guaranteed the 
neutrality of Laos.  The province of Xieng Khouang, Laos might have been used as a testing 
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ground for chemical warfare, first by the United States and later by the Soviet Union during their 
competition for the leading role in the arms race during the Cold War.  After 1975, the Soviet 
Union used aerial attacks on the territories where the Mong and the Hmong lived, with gas 
rockets of different types -- yellow, green, or red -- that caused headaches, vomiting, diarrhea, 
dysentery, and death to people exposed to those gases.  The Mong and the Hmong referred to 
this phenomenon as the "Yellow Rain." An editorial in the Wall Street Journal on June 17, 1992, 
noted that "Russian President Boris Yeltsin has explicitly confirmed that his Soviet predecessors 
were lying when they denied that the 1979 anthrax epidemic in Sverdlovsk was the result of an 
accident at a germ warfare installation and asks when we will learn the truth about the yellow 
rain reported by [the Mong and the Hmong] tribesmen in Laos" (Wall Street Journal, 1992, June 
17). Hamilton-Merritt (1981, Aug) asserted that about 20,000 Mong and Hmong might have 
been exposed to poisonous gassing during the war. The United States Department of State 
documented over 13,000 people dead.  
 From 1960 to 1975, the numbers of the Mong and the Hmong casualties were enormous.  
Branfman (1972) estimated that ten percent or more of the population in the Northeast of Laos 
had either been killed or died due to war injuries that accounted for approximately 40,000 dead 
(p. 245).  The Vietnam War was extremely detrimental to the Mong and the Hmong.  Many 
innocent Mong and Hmong children, as young as twelve years old, were drafted and sometimes 
were forced to join the U.S. Secret Army in Laos to bear arms.  Interestingly, there was no 
official record to indicate how many Mong and Hmong were killed in this fifteen-year war.   
 After the United States’ troops withdrew from Southeast Asia, many Mong and Hmong in 
Laos were sent to the re-education camps (labor camps) and were persecuted for political reasons 
by the Communist government.  Thousands of the Mong and the Hmong escaped to the jungle 
and found their way to Thailand to seek political asylum.  In 1976, U.S. Congress recognized 
that the Mong and the Hmong were the U.S. Secret Army in Laos during the Vietnam War and 
authorized the State Department to admit their families as refugees to the United States.  
However, approximately 15,000–18,000 Mong and Hmong still remain in Wat Thum Krabork, 
Lopburi, Thailand since 1976 until 2004 when the United States government decided to bring 
them over to the United States. 
 
CLARIFYING THE MISCONCEPTION ABOUT THE MONG AND THE HMONG 
 

Since 1975, the spelling term “Hmong” has misrepresented and has overshadowed the Mong 
even though the ethnicity of the two groups consists of the Mong and the Hmong.  The Mong 
and the Hmong have co-existed from time immemorial going back as far as the Mong and the 
Hmong could remember.  There is still a dearth of literature on the Mong available to provide 
information to the general public about the Mong.  The following sections of this article are to 
provide the much-needed information to debunk the misunderstanding and misconception about 
the Mong and the Hmong.  The misinformation, miseducation and misrepresentation as well as 
the consequences facing the Mong will be discussed in details, so that the Mong themselves, the 
general public and service providers will have a true picture of the Mong people. 

In the past, the Chinese, their neighbors, and Western scholars had used several terms to 
refer to the Mong and the Hmong.  The term 'Miao,' loosely translated as 'barbarian,' was 
historically used by the Chinese (Pollard, 1909; Hudspeth, 1939; Bernatzik, 1947; Arlotto, 
1972).  This term is related to the Annamese word, 'Meau' transliterating for cat.  'Mong-tse' was 
also used by the Old Chinese historical work Schudjing, which compared the Mong and Hmong 
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languages to the howling or cry of the hyena.  Terrien explained the meaning of the Chinese 
character for 'Meau,' transliterating a cat's head.  When agricultural activities are involved, the 
term 'Meau' in Chinese character, consists of two parts: 'Miao' for 'plant' and the bottom part 'tse' 
for 'field;' whereas 'tse' is translated as an ethnicity.  As a result, 'Meau-tse' means the 'son of the 
soil, the farmers, who do not belong to the Great Nation.'  Schotter referred in the Chinese 
Kweichow province to designate 'Meau' as all non-Han people (Bernatzik, 1947, p. 7).  The Lao 
and the Thai call the Mong and the Hmong by the term ‘Meo.’  As a consequence, other 
researchers have used the spelling of 'Meo' as called by their hosts, the Lao and the Thai (Savina, 
1924; Barney & Smalley, 1953; Binney, 1968; Haudricourt, 1972).  However, all the terms 
mentioned above have negative connotations.  The Mong prefer to be called “Mong” and the 
Hmong prefer to be called “Hmong” referring themselves as to two classless egalitarian groups.  

The Mong and the Hmong are an ethnic minority originated from China.  Culturally and 
linguistically, they are classified into two groups.  One group is the “Mong Leng” (Moob Leeg).  
Westerners also know the Mong Leng as “Blue Mong.”  Another group is the “Hmong Der” 
(Hmoob Dawb).  Westerners also know the Hmong Der as “White Hmong.”  The Mong Leng 
always identify themselves as Mong, spelled “M-o-n-g” with the initial “M,” and the Hmong Der 
always identify themselves as Hmong, spelled “H-m-o-n-g” with the initial “H.”  Moreover, the 
other classification of the Mong and the Hmong (e.g. Black Mong, Striped Hmong, etc.) is based 
on the colors of their costumes, but linguistically and culturally they all fall under the Mong and 
the Hmong groups. The Mong speak the Mong language, and likewise the Hmong speak the 
Hmong language. The Mong and the Hmong languages have co-existed at the same level for 
centuries. The linguistic difference between the Mong and the Hmong languages may be 
compared to the difference between the Lao and the Thai languages.   
 
TRADITIONAL MONG AND HMONG COSTUMES 
 
 With respect to the difference between the costumes of the Mong and the Hmong, traditional 
Mong males wear loose black pants folded across the waist secured by a cloth (in ceremonial 
occasions, this cloth normally comes in red color) in lieu of a belt.  Mong pants are very “full in 
length, having narrow opening for the ankles with a wide crotch falling mid-way between the 
calves and the ankles” (Lewis & Lewis, 1984, p. 114).  The front of the Mong shirt covers all the 
way to the side with buttons.  The back of the Mong shirt has a cloth with embroidery, called 
“lub laug” in Mong.  The length of the shirt leaves a bare midriff.   
 In contrast, Hmong pants are less full than the Mong’s with a higher crotch closer to the 
thigh.  The front of the Hmong shirt has buttons straight from the neck to the waist.  The length 
of the Hmong shirt covers to the waist, but does not have a cloth with embroidery on the back 
compared to the Mong.  Traditional Mong and Hmong males wear their costumes with decorated 
silver necklaces and moneybags (naabnyaj) ornamented with silver coins.  
 Compared to their male counterparts, Mong women's attire consists of a skirt, a blouse 
(Thao, 2002e), and a colorful shae (sev) (similar to an apron but longer in length).  The blouse of 
the Mong women opens at the front with beautiful handmade embroidery and appliqué strips of 
multiple colors to each side.  In the back, it has a larger embroidery cloth connected to the collar 
of the shirt and left hanging with the embroidery side in the reverse position; the embroidery is 
not seen.  Mong women wear knee-length pleated skirts of hand-woven hemp covered with 
different designed batik patterns drawn with beeswax and indigo dye.  The bottom of the skirt is 
a strip of cloth bordered with bright-colored cross-stitch embroidery and appliqué of various 
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colors in creative and unique styles.  Despite the Mong women’s additional familial 
responsibility, it normally takes a Mong woman the whole year to complete her handmade skirt.  
Along with the skirts, Mong women wear a colorful cloth with beautiful handmade embroidery 
and appliqué, called the “shae” (sev).  The shae (sev) covers the skirt in the front and leggings.  It 
is connected to two long red cloths.  In addition, Mong women also cover their legs with black 
cloths, called “chrong” (nrhoob).  
 In contrast, the majority of the Hmong women wear black or blue pants and black blouses 
with blue strip on each side of the front.  They also wear two shae, one in the front and one in the 
back, with their pants.  Each shae connects to two long red or green nylon cloths.  Some Hmong 
women wear blouses with stripes in black, blue or white sleeves.  This is the reason why some 
Hmong have been called “striped Hmong” based on the colors of their costumes.  There are 
some Hmong women who wear white skirts with shae covering in the front and leggings.   
 Both Mong and Hmong women wear their costumes with decorated silver necklaces and 
moneybags ornamented with silver coins and cover their heads with headpieces in many 
different styles.    
 
LINGUISTIC MUTUALLY INTELLIGIBILITY AND UNINTELLIGIBILITY OF THE 
MONG AND THE HMONG LANGUAGES 
 

As mentioned previously, our people have been culturally and linguistically classified into 
two groups. One group is the “Mong Leng” (Moob Leeg) who always identify themselves as 
Mong, spelled “M-o-n-g” with the initial “M” and another group is the “Hmong Der” (Hmoob 
Dawb) who always identify themselves as Hmong, spelled “H-m-o-n-g” with the initial “H.”  
The Mong is not a subgroup of the Hmong. Both groups have lived and have co-existed for 
centuries on an equal basis; other classification of the Mong and the Hmong (e.g. Black Mong, 
Striped Hmong, etc.) is based on the colors of their costumes; however, culturally and 
linguistically, they all fall under the Mong and the Hmong groups. The population of the Mong 
and the Hmong groups is substantially comparable in terms of numbers in the United States 
(Lyman, 1974; Thao, 1999a, 1999b & 2000), but in Asia the Mong are the majority. 

The Mong speak, read, and write the Mong language and the Hmong speak, read, and write 
the Hmong language. These linguistic similarities and differences between the Mong and the 
Hmong languages may be compared to the linguistic similarities and differences of the Lao and 
the Thai languages. “Mong” was derived from the Mong word “Moob,” and “Hmong” was 
derived from the Hmong word “Hmoob.”  These two spelling terms “Mong” and “Hmong” refer 
to the people as well as their languages. However, the Mong and the Hmong are from the same 
ethnic group. Due to the misinformation and miseducation, the Mong have been lumped into the 
Hmong language group which is a truly misrepresentation of the Mong language group. This 
misrepresentation has marginalized the Mong language. 

Both groups use the Romanized Popular Alphabet (RPA) writing system developed by 
missionaries in the 1950s.  The Mong RPA writing system was created based on the Mong 
language and culture and likewise the Hmong RPA writing system was created based on the 
Hmong language and culture. The two RPA writing systems are phonemic-based. Although 
many consonants and vowels are the same, the Mong RPA writing system cannot write the 
Hmong language and the Hmong RPA writing system cannot write the Mong language. The 
Mong language has 55 consonantal phonemes, consisting of 16 single consonants, 21 double 
consonantal blends, 14 triple consonantal blends, 4 quadruple consonantal blends, 14 
monophthongs (single vowels), 4-5 diphthongs, and 8 tones. The Hmong language has 57 
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consonantal phonemes, consisting of 17 single consonants, 22 double consonantal blends, 13 
triple consonantal blends, and 3 quadruple consonantal blends, 13 monophthongs, 5 diphthongs 
and 8 tones. Though these two RPA systems are closed, they are distinctive in both the 
pronunciation and written forms. Due to its phonemic-based construction, if a passage is written 
in Mong, it is completely written in Mong language and can only be read in Mong. If a passage 
is written in Hmong, it is completely in Hmong and can only be read in Hmong. This is the 
reason as to why the original Mong and Hmong primers were developed in two versions, one in 
Mong and another in Hmong. In addition, the Bible, hymnal books, and other Christian literacy 
materials have been translated and have been published into two versions as well. Moreover, the 
Mong language writes with monosyllabic words as well as polysyllabic words; whereas the 
Hmong language writes with monosyllabic words.   
 
LINGUISTIC SIMILARITIES AND DIFFERENCES 
 

In terms of linguistic mutual intelligibility between the Mong and the Hmong, Smalley 
(1994) observed that their lexicons “seem to be completely different” (p. 24) and “do not seem to 
correspond with each other at all” (pp. 98-99).  The linguistic similarities and differences 
between Mong and Hmong (See Tables 1. 2 and 3 respectively) may be compared to the 
linguistic similarities and differences between Lao and Thai (See Table 4). 

 
Table 1  
Samples of Lexical Similarities between the Mong and the Hmong 

Mong Hmong English 
has hais speak 
moog mus go 
nam niam mother 
lab liab red or monkey 
paab pab help 
suavdlawg sawv daws everybody 

 
Table 2 
Samples of Lexical Differences between the Mong and the Hmong   

Mong Hmong English 
dlaim choj daim pam blanket 
ntsab txhuv rice 
pujnyaaj phauj aunt 
laug hlob uncle (father’s older brother) 
paamdlev pum hub mint 
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Table 3 
Samples of the Same Words with Completely Different Meaning between the Mong and the 
Hmong   
 

Mong English Hmong English 
txav cut txav move 
sab liver, high sab tired, exhausted 
pav talk pav tie 
tav complete tav rib 
av mirror av soil 

 
 
Table 4 
Samples of Lexical Similarities and Differences between the Lao and the Thai 
 

Lao Thai English 
pai sai? pai nai? go where? 
tum soom soom tum papaya salad 
khoy poom (male) & 

chanh (female)  
I (first person) 

hak rak love 
vao pood speak 

 
Several researchers also noted that the differences in the majority of the Mong and the Hmong 
lexicons lie in their pronunciation and their written forms. These pronunciations and writing 
differences between the Mong (Mong Leng) and the Hmong (Hmong Der) are fairly consistent 
throughout the sounds, sound segments and/or sound combinations. They can be predictably 
matched by their counterpart corresponding sounds and written words between the Mong (Mong 
Leng) and the Hmong (Hmong Der) (Purnell, 1970; Smalley, 1976 &1994). Table 5 illustrates a 
systematic sound correspondence and written forms between the Mong and the Hmong 
languages. 

 

Table 5 

Sound and Written Correspondence between the Mong and the Hmong Languages 

Corresponding Sounds 
and Written Forms English Meaning Mong (Mong 

Leng) 
Hmong (Hmong 
Der) 

Consonants Mong/Hmong /m/    Moob /hm/   Hmoob 

 heavy /ny/   nyaav /hny/  hnyav 

 a bag /n/     naab /hn/    hnab  

 water /dl/    dlej /d/      dej 

 to run /dlh/  dlha /dh/    dhia 
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 to break /ndl/  ndlais /nt/     ntais 

 the sound of a 
boiling rice 
porridge 

/ndlh/ndlhijndlhuj /nth/   nthij nthuj 

Irregular consonants to respect / f /   fwm /h/   hwm 

Vowels a foreigner /aa/    maab /a/    mab 

 a woman’s dress /a/      taabtab /ia/   tab tiab 

Irregular vowel sound to say /a/      has /ai/   hais 

 a female /u/     puj /o/    poj (pog) 

 to cause /ua/    kuas /o/    kom 

 to go /oo/   moog /u/    mus 

Tone a horse /-- g/  neeg /-- s/  nees 
 
Besides culture, the difference between the Mong and the Hmong languages has been one of the 
two major characteristics that have impacted the acquisition of the Mong and the Hmong 
children, their level of comprehension, and application of languages on a daily basis (Park & 
Chi, 1999, p. 236-262).   

 “Green Hmong or Green Mong,” “Hmong Njua” or “Hmoob Ntsuab or Moob Ntsuab” are 
other terms by which the Hmong Der (White Hmong) and Westerners call the Mong Leng.  
These terms have negative connotations.  Those identified by the terms aforementioned in this 
paragraph find these terms objectionable and offensive, and are intimidated by their use.  
According to Mong/Hmong elders and religious leaders, Green Hmong/Mong was a small 
Hmong/Mong group who anachronistically practiced a cult of cannibalism.  It is believed that 
this particular group may no longer be in existence.   
 
DERIVATION OF THE SPELLING TERMS “MONG” AND “HMONG”  
 

Drs. George Linwood Barney, William A. Smalley, and Father Yves Bertrais who co-
founded the Romanized Popular Alphabet (RPA) writing system for both the Mong and the 
Hmong in the 1950s introduced the two spelling terms “Mong” derived from the Mong Leng 
word “Moob” and “Hmong” derived from the Hmong Der word “Hmoob.”  They designated the 
spelling term “Mong” to represent the Mong Leng (Moob Leeg) because this term derived from 
the Mong Leng (“Moob Leeg”) language and it truly reflects and represents the Mong Leng 
group.  They also designated the spelling term “Hmong” to represent the Hmong Der (Hmoob 
Dawb) group because this term derived from the Hmong Der (“Hmoob Dawb”) language and it 
truly reflects and represents the Hmong Der group.  They did not designate the term “Mong” or 
“Hmong” as an ethnic term to represent both groups.  Therefore, Dr. William A. Smalley had 
used the term “Hmong/Mong” to represent both Hmong Der and Mong Leng during our 
correspondences with him. Dr. William Smalley reaffirmed this designation on December 22, 
1991 and on August 21, 1997.  When referring to both the Hmong Der and the Mong Leng, Dr. 
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William Smalley used the terms “Hmong/Mong” side-by-side (Smalley, 1991, December 24; and 
Smalley, 1997, Aug 21). 

When the two spelling terms “Hmong/Mong” or “Mong/Hmong” are used and appear side-
by-side, the meaning includes both groups.  These two spelling terms “Mong” and “Hmong” will 
need to be used side-by-side when referring to both groups in order to show the inclusion of the 
two groups until a neutral spelling term is coined and will be acceptable for use as an ethnic term 
to show a true representation of the Mong and of the Hmong.  When the term “Hmong” is used, 
it specifically refers to the Hmong group only.  Likewise, when the term “Mong” is used, it 
specifically refers to the Mong group.   

Recently, in the United States, the use of the term “Hmong” for both the Mong and the 
Hmong has become a topic of discussion.  Mong speakers point out that the term “Hmong,” 
spelled “H-m-o-n-g,” is a Hmong Der word whose equivalent term in Mong Leng is “Mong,” 
spelled “M-o-n-g.”  The term “Hmong” therefore represents only the Hmong Der and does not 
represent the Mong Leng, who retain a distinguishable language and culture.  Alternative 
spelling terms, such as “Mong/Hmong,” “Hmong/Mong,” the “Mong” and the “Hmong,” or the 
“Mhong” were suggested, each with its own linguistic justification, authentic and indigenous 
self-identification and by principles.  These terms have been proposed by the Mong Americans 
who want to be inclusive, to maintain their language and culture and to preserve the harmony 
and balance of the two groups.   

The spelling term “Mhong” is not a misspelling, but is a neutral spelling term coined and 
agreed upon by the twelve-committee members (six members from the Mong community and six 
members from the Hmong community) of the Mhong Language Council appointed by General 
Vang Pao and met at the University of Minnesota in Minneapolis on August 12-14, 1982, 
through the sponsorship of the Center for Applied Linguistics in Washington, D.C.  The role of 
the Council was to conduct studies to standardize the Mong and the Hmong languages.  Through 
the committee's experience of literary search, the committee agreed that it was necessary to 
change the consonantal phoneme from /hm/ to /mh/ and the spelling terms “Hmong” and 
“Mong” to “Mhong” as an ethnic spelling term to represent both the Mong and the Hmong (Thao 
& Robson, 1982; Bliatout, et al, 1988, p. 74; Thao, 1999a, p. 4; and Park & Chi, 1999, p. 238).  
Those who support the continued use of the term “Hmong” argue that it does by convention to 
include both groups and downplay the differences in custom and speech between the two.   

In fact, the spelling term “Hmong” was used in literature in 1974 (Garrett, 1974 & Yang, 
1975) and was not based on sound academic disciplines, such as linguistics, particularly 
phonology.  Phonologically, in the articulation of [h] sound, there is no obstruction of the 
airstreams in the oral cavity (a pair of bracket [  ] is used to denote phonetic symbols in 
phonetics).  The sound [h] is classified as a voiceless glottal and is used as a consonant by itself 
or as a glide combining with other sounds.  With the articulation of the sound [h] in English, 
there is an aspiration of a small puff of air that occurs immediately following the articulation of 
the oral stops /p/, /t/, and /k/ (a pair of slashes / / is used for phonemic representation) if they are 
syllable initial preceding a stressed vowel as in pin [ph], tick [th], and kin [kh] and thereby are 
aspirated voiceless stops.  If these three oral stop sounds occur after syllable initial /s/, as in spin 
[p], stick [t], and skin [k], they are unaspirated voiceless stops.  The pairs of sounds [p] and [ph], 
[t] and [th], [k] and [kh] are the allophones (the predictable phonetic variants) of the same 
phonemes /p/, /t/, and /k/, respectively.   

Because of this, linguists generally consider this aspiration a minor aspect in the American 
English phonology, meaning that aspiration does not change the overall phonemic representation 
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of the phonemes /p/, /t/, /k/ within the broader phonological context (Fromkin & Rodman, 1993, 
1998 & 2003).  By the same token, in Mong phonology, there are four pairs of nasal sounds used 
between the Mong and the Hmong that share the same aspiration feature as in English.  These 
pairs of sounds consist of [m]/[hm], [ml]/[hml], [n]/[hn], and [ny]/[hny].  The Mong use the full 
voiced nasals [m], [ml], [n], and [ny]; whereas the Hmong articulate devoiced or voiceless nasals 
[hm], [hn], [hml], and [hny].  Compared to English, though the graphemes of these pairs of 
sounds are spelled differently by the Mong and the Hmong, they are the predictable phonetic 
variants or the allophones of the same phonemes /m/, /ml/, /n/, /ny/, respectively.  Thus, the 
aspiration feature for these four pairs of sounds does not change the overall phonemic 
representation of those phonemes in Mong.  For this reason, the spelling term “Mong” is the 
correct term and it is the term that truly represents the Mong.  

The decision to use the spelling term “Mong” is not new.  In fact, the spelling term “Mong” 
(Lyman, 1962, 1968, 1969) existed even before the spelling term “Hmong” (Garrett, 1974; Yang, 
1975).  The spelling term “Mong” has long been existed and has been used at the turn of the 
century.  Researchers and scholars have used the spelling term “Mong” in their writings and 
publications (Lyman, 1962, 1968, 1969, 1974, & 1979; Xiong et al, 1983; Thao, 1994, 1997, 
1999a, 1999b, 2000; Thao, 1995c & 1996d; Thoj, 1981, n.d.; Xiong, 1981; Thoj & Xyooj, 1984; 
Yang, 1999; Thao, 2002e, and see the websites for Vietnam Image de la Communaute de 
Groupes Ethniques, n.d.; Nhan Dang, n.d.; Vietnam Project, n.d. in the reference section).  The 
spelling term “Mong” is firmly supported by linguistics and from perspectives of historical and 
comparative methodology of linguistics.  Even though the term “Mong” has not been used 
widely compared to the term “Hmong,” the Mong Leng have called themselves Mong and have 
used this spelling term “Mong” to represent them.    

Furthermore, when the non-Hmong hear the word “Hmong” for the first time, they tend to 
spell the term “Hmong” with the initial spelling “M” as in “Mong” rather than the initial “H” for 
“Hmong.”  In other languages, such as Lao and Thai, the Mong and the Hmong ethnic name is 
written with the letter “M,” as in “Mong,” but was never written with an “H” in Lao and Thai.   

In addition, on July 22, 1995, in Denver, Colorado, Chee Yang, Colonel 'Bill' F. Bilodeaux, 
Christine Cook, and the American Tribute Committee with the cooperation from Colonel Frank 
Bales, Generals Harry C. Aderholt, Jim Hall, Steve Ritchie, Art Cornelius, the Mong and the 
Hmong veterans paid special tribute to the 40,000 Mong and Hmong soldiers who died during 
the Vietnam War as part of the U.S. Secret Army in Laos and to the 15,000 Mong and Hmong 
soldiers who were wounded in the line of duty between 1961 and 1975.  This tribute was to 
commemorate them for the first time in the history of the United States.  A symbolic (letter) “M” 
was posted on the hill in the background of the stage and one of the generals stated that this 
symbolic “M” represented the “Mong” people.  Colonel Hang Sao accepted the Medal of Honor 
on behalf of the Mong and the Hmong soldiers who fought and died in this war (Thao, 
Videotapes, 1995 & 1996).  For all the above reasons, the term “Mong” can be used as an ethnic 
term to encompass both the Mong and the Hmong. 

Although the Mong population is substantially comparable in terms of numbers in the 
United States, of the majority in Thailand (100,000), of the majority in Vietnam (600,000) and of 
several millions in Mainland China (See the websites for Vietnam Image de la Communaute de 
Groupes Ethniques, n.d.; Nhan Dang, n.d.; Vietnam Project, n.d. in the reference section), many 
Hmong and others still put pressure on the Mong to give up their identity, their culture and their 
language, and to become the “Hmong.”  They impose the term “Hmong” on the Mong.  In fact, 
the Mong and the Hmong can be culturally and linguistically compared to the Thai and the Lao 
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as the authors discussed previously (See Table 4).  It is like someone saying to the Thai that they 
are not Thai, and that they must give up their identity to become Lao.    
 
CONSEQUENCES FACED BY THE MONG 
 

Due to the lack of knowledge, the misinformation and miseducation about the Mong and the 
Hmong, the spelling term “Hmong” has been widely used by the general public, particularly in 
the United States, to represent both the Mong and the Hmong.  This is a truly misrepresentation 
of the Mong, evidenced by the already huge disparity between the educational programs, 
material development, informational materials, and services in the various public and private 
entities, local school districts, colleges and universities in the various States in the United States 
between the Mong and the Hmong.  As a consequence, resources and funding have not been 
allocated to address the needs of the Mong.  When data are collected for funding purposes, the 
Mong are included in the Hmong counts; however, when funds are received, they are usually 
used to benefit the Hmong. Through the use of State and Federal funds (taxpayers’ money), 
curricula, informational materials, tests, and literature have been developed and have been 
translated into the Hmong language to serve the Hmong-speaking population.  None of the 
materials have been developed and have been translated into the Mong language to serve the 
Mong-speaking population. Based on these evidences, the spelling term “Hmong” does not 
represent and does not include the Mong.  

Back in Laos, more Hmong had the opportunities to receive formal education, so they had 
more political influence in the Lao government.  Many of them knew French and some of them 
already learned English in Laos and in the refugee camps in Thailand.  When they came to the 
United States, many have worked for the school systems, social service agencies and private 
sectors.  They have educated the systems, Western scholars, and the American public about the 
Hmong, but neglected the Mong.  Due to their lack of knowledge about the Mong, public and 
private organizations in all sectors, the systems, scholars, the Hmong and some Mong believe 
that there is only one group, namely the Hmong.  Many Hmong professionals have educated the 
general public that the term “Hmong” represents the Mong, but the fact is that the term “Hmong” 
only represents the Hmong and does not represent the Mong.  As a consequence, the spelling 
term “Hmong” has been widely used by the Hmong, Western scholars, and the general public, 
particularly in the United States to refer to both the Hmong and the Mong.  However, in reality 
and in practice, the spelling term “Hmong” does not represent the Mong for the following 
rationale: 
 
1. When the original Hmong Primer, Phau Xyaum Nyeem Ntawv Hmoob, was developed, 

Father Yves Bertrais developed only in Hmong for the Hmong.  The Primer was not 
developed for the Mong.  Due to the linguistic differences between the Mong and the 
Hmong, it was decided that George Linwood Barney would need to develop the Mong 
Primer for the Mong, but he returned to the United States.  Therefore, Father Bertrais 
informed the Mong students that they needed to develop their own primer (X. Xyooj, 
personal communication, 1991, December 12; W. Smalley, personal communication, 1991, 
December 22 & 1997, August 21). 

 
2. In their book entitled Handbook for Teaching Hmong-Speaking Students, B. T. Bliatout, B.T.  

Downing, J. Lewis and D. Yang (1988) indicated that the Mong people prefer the name 
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“Moob Leeg” (Mong Leng) and the spelling “Moob” rather than “Hmoob” and “Mong” 
rather than “Hmong” (p. 58).  Again, B.T. Bliatout and D. Yang are Hmong and B.T. 
Downing and J. Lewis are Western scholars. 

 
3. George L. Barney wrote a Foreword for Kevcai Siv Lug Moob [Foundations of Mong 

Language] (Thao, 1997).  Barney used the spelling term “Mong” to represent the Mong. 
 
4. Rev. & Mrs. Mac Sawyer (personal communication, May 29, 2003) who had been 

missionaries to Laos from 1950-1975 provided an electronic mail about the two distinct 
tribes among the “Mong” known as the Blue Mong and the White Hmong. 

 
5. Using the spelling term “Hmong” to claim as an inclusive term to represent the Mong is truly 

a misrepresentation of the Mong.  As a consequence of the misrepresentation and the lack of 
knowledge about the Mong, public and private entities in all sectors have spent State and 
Federal funds to serve the Hmong and not the Mong as previously discussed.  The Mong had 
been marginalized during the U.S. Secret War in Laos and today they continue to be 
marginalized in the United States.  Marginalization of the Mong is likely to get worse in the 
future if the wrong term “Hmong” continues to be used to represent the Mong.    

 
6. The spelling terms “Hmong/Mong” was used by Dr. William A. Smalley to be inclusive of 

both the Hmong and the Mong populations as previously discussed above.  Smalley further 
indicated in his last electronic mail message to the authors that,  

 
Unfortunately no linguist familiar with both dialects was present to guide the 
early stages, so it looks like the RPA writes only Hmong Daw.  This was not my 
intention.  However, politically among the Hmong/ Mong it is now probably too 
late not to have two partially different systems (Smalley, 1997, Aug 21). 

 
7. Linguists have studied many different languages and every language stands firmly based on 

principles of academic disciplines, such as linguistics and the indigenous epistemology of the 
people or how the people who speak those languages identify themselves (Gegeo, 1998, Fall; 
Gegeo & Watson-Gegeo, 1999, March; and Gegeo & Watson-Gegeo, 2002, Fall).  Gegeo 
and Watson-Gegeo (1999) argued that, “the foundation of a people’s identities and cultural 
authenticity is their culturally shared indigenous epistemology, embodied in and expressed 
through their heritage language” (p. 22).  The Mong use the spelling term “Mong” to 
represent themselves and they identify this term as their identity.  Moreover, whether or not 
the term “Mong” has been widely used and known to the general public, the Mong identify 
themselves with this term.  Therefore, the Mong argue with strong conviction that the correct 
term “Mong” be used for them and not the superimposed term “Hmong.” 

 
The Mong and the Hmong have lived in co-existence on an equal basis at the turn of the 

century and it is ethically, morally and fundamentally wrong for anyone to dictate to the Mong, 
who they are or who they should call themselves.   
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SUGGESTIONS 
 

To the authors, the Mong and the Hmong value and embrace diversity, inclusion and not 
division, unification and not separation, inclusiveness and equal representation.  The goal of the 
Mong and the Hmong is for both groups to be together and to have a mutual respect with dignity 
for each other.  For this reason, one of the following options has been suggested to be used as the 
correct and inclusive term to represent the two groups: a) the “Mong/Hmong” or 
“Hmong/Mong;” b) the “Mong” and the “Hmong;” and c) the “Mhong.”   

In light of this, if someone only uses the spelling term “Hmong” to encompass the Mong and 
the Hmong, this is truly a misrepresentation of the Mong as he or she in principle privileges, the 
Hmong over the Mong.  If the individuals hold influential positions, whether in the public or 
private sectors, there will be serious repercussions for the Mong in terms of policy and program 
implementation.  As a consequence, the Mong Americans will not be recognized for who they 
are.  They will continue to be marginalized and will not receive equal treatment and equal access 
to resources and information.  This is discriminatory by default pursuant to the United States 
Constitution under the 14th Amendment - Equal protection of 1868, the Civil Rights Act of 1964, 
Title VI (Pulliam & Van Patten, 1994; Gutek, 1992; Diaz-Rico & Weed, 1995), the Equal 
Educational Opportunity Act (EEOA) of 1974 (Diaz-Rico & Weed, 1995), the Lau mandates of 
1974 (Lau vs. Nichols in 1974; Pulliam & Van Patten, 1994; Gutek, 1992), and Castenada vs. 
Picard in 1981 (Diaz-Rico & Weed, 1995).   

Using the spelling term “Hmong” as the mainstream term to include the Mong as a subgroup 
of the Hmong is not acceptable.  The issue of giving up the Mong identity is non-negotiable.  
The two spelling terms, the “Mong” and the “Hmong,” have to be used side-by-side.  The Mong 
have the strong conviction that it is morally and ethically wrong to ask the Mong to give up their 
Mong identity, language, and culture in the interest of being subsumed under the Hmong. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 

To conclude, this article provides information on the Mong and the Hmong, explains the 
rationale why they are in the United States, clarifies the misunderstanding and the misconception 
about them, discusses issues regarding the misinformation, miseducation and misrepresentation 
of the Mong, and probes the consequences facing the Mong in the United States followed by 
suggestions for inclusion.   

The ethnicity of the Mong and the Hmong consists of the Mong Leng and the Hmong Der.  
The Mong Leng always identify themselves as Mong (Moob), spelled “Mong” and the Hmong 
Der always identify themselves as Hmong (Hmoob), spelled “Hmong.”  The Mong and the 
Hmong have co-existed at the same level at the turn of the century.  The Mong are not a 
subgroup of the Hmong and the spelling term “Mong” or “Hmong” is not an ethnic term to 
represent both the Mong and the Hmong groups.  Furthermore, the Hmong language is not the 
Mong language. 

It is a given fact that culturally and linguistically the Mong and the Hmong are classified 
into two groups and the two spelling terms “Mong” and “Hmong” go above and beyond simply 
the spellings in printed media and academic publication because each term represents a group of 
people with distinguishable culture and language.  For this reason, everyone needs to use the 
right term to represent the right group of people on all matters, on an equal basis at all levels 
including laws, policies, implementation of programs with respect to equal access to resources, 
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information and services.  For example, curricula, informational materials, tests, literature need 
to be developed and translated into both Mong and Hmong to serve the two populations.   

The Mong language and culture are very important to the Mong people because they are 
central to the Mong’s identity as fundamental human rights (Coulombe, 1993; Phillipson, 1989; 
Skutnabb-Kangas & Phillipson, 1994).  Therefore, the Mong language and culture must not be 
subsumed under the Hmong’s.      

Readers need to understand that the Mong are Mong and the Hmong are Hmong.  Again, 
The Mong are not a subgroup of the Hmong.  Everyone should learn more about the Mong and 
the Hmong and provide a true picture of them to the general public and service providers rather 
than a distorted picture of the Mong and the Hmong people.  The terms “Mong” and “Hmong” 
refer to the people as well as their languages.  Readers are advised that the terms “Green Hmong 
or Green Mong,” “Hmong Njua” or “Hmoob Ntsuab or Moob Ntsuab” must be dropped because 
they have negative connotations.  When the two terms “Mong/Hmong” or “Hmong/Mong” or the 
“Mong” and the “Hmong” are used side-by-side, they represent both groups.  The term “Mhong” 
may be used to represent both groups.      

The Mong stand firmly by their principles.  As Mong Americans, the issues around the term 
“Mong” go beyond simply the spelling.  They take these issues very seriously as they involve the 
culture, language and identity of the Mong people.  The approach taken by people who do not 
have knowledge about the Mong people to subsume the Mong under the general heading or label 
“Hmong” is tantamount to not only making the Mong a subgroup of the Hmong but also the 
beginning of the cultural and linguistic dissolution of Mong society.  As Mong, they have 
survived for over five thousand years and they continue to develop and advance as part of the 
global society.  Therefore, their commitment is to making sure that the Mong are correctly 
represented in society, printed media, and academic publications.   
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