
The Hmong culture is enriched with values and a common truth held so deeply among the people it has kept the culture alive and thriving, even in the face of oppression, emigration, and forced acculturation.  The Hmong people are known to hold value in stubbornness, for lack of a better word, which has run through each generation since the beginning of existence.  This stubbornness has manifested itself by refusing mixed marriages, and fighting back when their independence is threatened.  It has enabled this rather small, unique culture to have survived within the grips of other stronger, more powerful cultures than their own.  While the determination to remain Hmong, accepting the influence of no one else, has helped them to survive wars, tragedy, and harsh climates/terrain, it has also earned them the somewhat questionable titles of “difficult to deal with” and “savages”.  This stubbornness is truly a drive for survival, and this is what they have been trying to do since arriving in the US, survive by the only means in which they know how, and which has been effective for as long as they can remember; do not give in. 

Another value which the Hmong hold close and have refused to let become extinguished, is the influence and importance of clan leaders and family above all other distinguished or respectable people.  To the Hmong, being a part of a family and a specific clan means more to them than simply being able to identify yourself in the world.  The clan is who you are, but it is more than this comfort of identity.   It is your way of life, it is your foundation for how to behave and bring up your children, and the clan is usually more valuable to a Hmong individual than his or her own individual life.  Lia Lee was a part of the Lee clan, one of the largest Hmong clans.  The importance of this in her life is shown many times throughout the book.  For example, whenever there is an issue which needs to be addressed but is too much for the Lee family themselves, they will go to their clan leader.  The leader of a clan is usually an older man who is viewed to have much wisdom and experience, guiding and offering advice to clan family members.  When the author Anne Fadiman was hoping to get through to the Lees and gain their respect, she found an interpreter of the same clan, hoping they would view her as family, and therefore have the privilege of gaining access into their lives.  Hmong families group together in such great numbers that they have exasperated the resources of the cities they live in, but they will not separate from their clan.  One Hmong man believed his son was being taken away from him, and he committed suicide.  To be without family, or without the clan you belong to, is worse than death.

Another common held belief of the Hmong culture is the role of dabs, or spirits.  Dabs are every bit as real to a Hmong person as their brother, or neighbor.  They have an influence on just about every aspect in a persons’ life, and can cause sickness, infertility, injuries, and death.  Knowing this, it is understandable why Hmong families often perform rituals and sacrifices to appease the dabs.  Hmong people will go out of their way to avoid a certain area if they believe an evil dab is lurking near the road, causing car crashes.  Epilepsy, the western medicine name given to Lia’s condition, is actually believed to have been caused by a dab which stole her spirit, and that is the root of her seizures.  Lia’s parents understandably would rather try ritual ceremonies to get Lia’s spirit back, rather than the physicians’ medicines which do nothing for the retrieval of her spirit at all.

As briefly mentioned with the discussion of clan leaders, the necessity of roles in general is very prominent in Hmong culture.  A Hmong family respects elders tremendously, knowing that the grandfather is quite deservedly the head of the family.  The father should be next, being male, then the mother, then the children.  The role of the grandparents is to provide a source of wisdom and of lived experience, which in turn demands respect from all.  The father is the decision maker and the provider for his family, protecting and ensuring a good life for his wife and children.  Women are valued as well, but have pretty strict roles to become a wife and mother of many children.  Women help their husbands with earning a living, or making decisions, but mainly is the caregiver for their children.  It is no wonder that when Anne Fadiman was presented to Lia’s mother as a thirty something unmarried woman, she was viewed as failing in her role as a woman, and Mrs. Lee set out to make her desirable to a man.  As the Hmong culture flowed into the states, it was obvious that these roles were becoming difficult to maintain.  Fathers were unable to work, the elderly were completely dependent on the youth in this strange culture, and children were beginning to lose respect for their parents.  This sense of role loss can be shattering, and stir up a family’s entire way of functioning.  This is one reason for many incidences of depression within the Hmong culture.


   Another value among the Hmong culture which has diminished since leaving Laos, another cause for depression and confusion, is their self-sufficiency.  The Hmong, for many years, preferred to live in remote mountains away from other cultures.  This helped to prevent assimilation to another culture, which most Hmong would find devastating, but also fed to their ability to thrive on their own.  It is insulting and humiliating for the Hmong to lose this ability.  Unfortunately, in many ways, by immigrating to the US this is exactly what happened.  Hmong families who spoke no English and had no skills of use here in the states had to live off of welfare alone.  Having child protective services come and take away your child due to misunderstanding of culture, is not only disrupting that precious bond of family but also is a slap in the face saying “you are not good enough to be a parent, the US government knows what your child needs and you don’t.”  Having authority figures make decisions for Hmong families is difficult for them to swallow without suspecting harmful intentions.  This is a reason why Hmong people find it difficult to trust physicians and healthcare staff, viewing them as someone with high status telling the Hmong what to do, stripping them of their independence and self-sufficiency.
