
A N A L Y S IS : H o w  D o the  L a o  H m o n g  R efugees D e fin e  P ro te c tio n ?

As I sat for every interview and explained the purpose and process o f the 

encounter, the person in front o f me would sigh heavily and look away and deeply 

into a comer o f the room. When discussing protection, the first thing they would 

invariably recount were the atrocities they had escaped; the deadly enemy fire, the 

malnutrition, the constant run, the abandon of old rites of life and death, and the 

desperate hope for a better future for their children that had eventually driven them 

out. A married woman, mother of six children shared:

“ W e r a n  e v e ry  d a y . W e c o u ld  n o t s ta y  in  o n e  p la c e . O n c e  w e  s ta y e d  to o  lo n g , 

th e  m e n  w o u ld  t e l l  US to  m o v e . O n e  w o u ld  le a d  th e  g r o u p  o f  w o m e n  to  a n o th e r  m a n  

a h e a d  a n d  h e  w o u ld  le a d  US to  th e  n e x t m a n ... L ik e  th a t  f r o m  o n e  m a n  to  a n o th e r , w e  

n e v e r  k n e w  w h o s e  h u s b a n d  w e  w e re  g o in g  to  see  n e x t. I  w o u ld  g o  f o r  d a y s  w ith o u t  

s e e in g  m y  h u s b a n d . Y o u  h e a r  g u n s  f i r i n g  o r  y o u  h e a r  a n  e x p lo s io n  o n e  d a y  a n d  y o u  

d id n  7 k n o w  i f  y o u  w o u ld  see  y o u r  h u s b a n d  a g a in . A n d  w ith o u t  y o u r  h u s b a n d , y o u  

c o u ld  n o t e a t b e c a u s e  w h e n  y o u  d ig  f o r  tu b e rs , y o u  n e e d  o n e  p e rs o n  to  d ig  a n d  o n e  

p e r s o n  to  k e e p  w a tc h  f o r  V ie tn a m e s e 1 s o ld ie rs . S o  f i r s t ,  h e  w o u ld  d ig  a n d  g iv e  m e  h is  

r i f le .  H e ’d  s h o w  m e  h o w  to  h o ld  th e  r i f le  a n d  h o w  to  f i r e  it .  I  w o u ld  h o ld  i t  s o  t ig h t  in  

m y  h a n d s  a n d  I  w o u ld  s h a k e  s o  lo u d ly ,  h e  w o u ld  t e l l  m e  to  s to p  m a k in g  th e  le a v e s  

s h a k e . [S h e  la u g h s , c o v e r in g  h e r  te e th  w ith  h e r  h a n d .]  T h e n , o n c e  h e  w a s  t ire d , w e  

w o u ld  s w itc h  a n d  /  w o u ld  d ig  a n d  h e  w o u ld  s ta n d  g u a rd . L ik e  th a t, u n t i l  w e  h a d  

e n o u g h  to  e a t. O u r  c h ild r e n  d id n  7 k n o w  h o w  to  e a t r ic e  u n t i l  w e  a r r iv e d  in  T h a ila n d .  

T h e  F re n c h  [D o c to r s  W ith o u t B o r d e r s /M S F ] w o u ld  g iv e  th e m  r ic e  a n d  th e y  d id n  7 

k n o w  h o w  to  e a t it .  T h e y  w o u ld  g iv e  th e m  p o ta to e s  a n d  th e y  w o u ld  ta k e  th e m  a n d  e a t 

th e m . [ . . . ]  [ พ ] e c o u ld  n o t b u r y  o u r  d e a d . W e d id  n o t d a re  g o in g  b a c k  to  th e  p la c e  

w h e re  th e  a tta c k  w a s  o r  p e o p le  ju s t  w o u ld  n o t r e tu r n  a n d  w e  w o u ld  k e e p  m o v in g . W e

1 Lao Hmong refugees reported that attacks targeting them in the jungle of Pou Bia are 
carried out by both Lao and Vietnam ese soldiers, based on conversations they overheard in 
both Lao and Vietnamese. They suspect that the Vietnam ese are continuing to provide Laos 
with m ilitary training, arm s and troops.
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w o u ld  f i n d  d e a d  b o d ie s  d a y s  o r  w e e k s  la te r  a n d  le a v e  th e m  b e c a u s e  m a y b e  th e  

V ie tn a m e s e  w e re  lo o k in g . W e d id n  ’t  k n o w  h o w  to  be  h u m a n  a n y m o re . [ . . . ]  I t  w a s  

e s p e c ia lly  d i f f ic u l t  to  liv e  a s  a  w o m a n . W e [ th e  w o m e n ] lo s t  a l l  s e n s e  o f  s h a m e . W e  

d id n  7 h a v e  a n y th in g  s o  w e  w o u ld  ju s t  c ro u c h  d o w n , b lo o d y  [ d u r in g  o u r  m e n s tru a l 

c y c le s ]. W e w o u ld  n o t e v e n  b o th e r  c o v e r in g  o u rs e lv e s  u p . E v e n  i f  y o u  w a n te d  to , y o u  

d id n  7 h a v e  a n y th in g  to  c o v e r  y o u r s e l f  w ith .  [ . . . ]  T h a t is  w h y  i t  is  s o  d is h e a r te n in g  to  

be  h e re  n o w . W e r a n  b e c a u s e  w e  th o u g h t o u r  c h ild r e n  w o u ld  n o t h a v e  a  g o o d  fu tu r e  

a h e a d  l iv in g  in  th o s e  c o n d it io n s . N o w  w e  a re  in  th e  h a n d s  o f  th e  w o r ld  [ in te r n a t io n a l 

c o m m u n ity ]  a n d  w e  s t i l l  d o n  7 k n o w  i f  o u r  c h ild r e n  w i l l  h a v e  a  fu tu r e .  I  d o n  7 k n o w  

h o w  to  b e  h u m a n .”

(Refugee 3, Interview, July 16, 2010)

The facts related in her account are not particular to this participant. They 

conveyed poignantly the protection situation experienced by the urban Lao Hmong 

refugees. A founded fear o f persecution was verified by UNHCR and resettlement 

agencies for all the individuals who participated in this research. Yet, despite having 

left terrifying circumstances behind, it is important to note the desperation and 

uncertainty they continue to face as refugees in Thailand: “we still don’t know if  our 

children w ill have a future.” (Refugee 3, Interview, July 16, 2010). Her comment “ I 

don’t know how to be human” is a common, yet complex Hmong idiom that translates 

someone’s hopelessness to have a dignified life and a deep sense o f distress; the 

human life being the only dignified life in comparison to the life of an animal for 

instance (Fadiman, 1997). She was describing an existence that was devoid o f human 

value and meaning, similar to that she endured while hiding in the jungle of Laos. 

Essentially, she longed to fully enjoy a sense o f human dignity. “ I don’t know how to 

be human” would be repeatedly spoken to me by every interviewee during this 

research.

In the interviews conducted, recurring themes could be identified and 

classified according to their frequency o f recurrence. The interviews were timed and 

coded by themes. When speaking of protection, the refugees expressed their concerns 

and needs according to the following top themes, in order o f frequency of recurrence
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(higher to lower): livelihood, fear, movement, education, and religion/culture. The 

other themes included interaction with refugee agencies and the Thai government, 

dealings with Thai Hmong, communications, etc. Let US study how the Lao Hmong 

refugees expressed their protection needs in each theme to understand better why 

these individuals who escaped serious security threats remained uncertain for their 

safety and future.

3.1 L ivelih ood

Livelihood is defined as “ the capabilities, assets (stores, resources, claims and 

access) and activities required for a means o f living” (Chambers and Conway, 

1991:5). Those means are largely determined by both the characteristics o f a person 

at birth (race, gender, physical abilities, etc.) and the social, economic and ecological 

environment in which a person lives (Ibid.). While conducting the interviews of this 

research, significant time was spent at the refugee’s homes around meal times. 

Hmong customs o f hospitality is to feed your guests, regardless o f the amount of time 

they spend in your home. Observing the host family’s actions and listening to their 

conversations during those times offered insightful indications of their means of 

livelihood. To better illustrate the range o f livelihood challenges these refugees 

experienced, let me recount three short stories: a statement made by one refugee head 

of household to another, the provision o f a family meal, and the celebration of a 

child’s birthday.

‘To b e  c o m p le te ly  h o n e s t 1 y o u  liv e d  b e tte r  in  [ th e  Im m ig r a t io n  D e te n t io n  

C e n te r  ( ID C )  in ]  N o n g k h a i th a n  w e  d o  h e re  [ i n  B a n g k o k ], T h e re , th e y  g iv e  y o u  fo o d  

a n d  h o u s in g . T h e y  p a y  f o r  m e d ic in e  i f  y o u  o r  y o u r  c h ild r e n  g e t s ic k . Y o u  d o n ’t  h a v e  

to  b e  a f r a id  o f  th e  p o lic e .  H e re , b e c a u s e  th e y  g iv e  y o u  m o n e y , th e y  e x p e c t y o u  to  p a y  

f o r  e v e ry th in g . [ . . . ]  S o  a t  th e  e n d  o f  th e  m o n th , y o u  b a r e ly  h a v e  e n o u g h . W e w a n t to  

w o rk , b u t w e  c a n  Y. [ . . . ]  M a y b e  w e  ’re  fr e e ,  b u t w e  a re  to o  a f r a id  to  g o  a n y w h e re . S o  

I  th in k  i t ’s  m o re  c o m fo r ta b le  in  N o n g k h a i.”

(Refugee 2b, Interviews, July 19, 2010)
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This was said during a conversation between a Lao Hmong head of household 

in Bangkok and a recent escapee from Phonekham resettlement village in Laos who, 

after the forced return o f the Nongkhai group in December 2009, had found his way 

back into Thailand in April 2010.

When this particular conversation happened, we were sitting cross-legged on 

the floor, around a small, short table where lunch was being served. The table had 

foldable metal legs and a peeling linoleum-covered top; it would later be folded and 

tucked away behind the armoire after the meal was consumed to save precious living 

space in this one-room apartment. While I was speaking with their father and uncle 

about their protection concerns, the two teenage daughters were sent downstairs to 

purchase food from local street vendors. They were usually sent because “ they speak 

Thai like the Thais” (Refugee 3, Interview, July 16, 2010) and were more likely to 

come back without any trouble from law enforcement and Thai neighbors. It was an 

extravagant spread o f food for their means. It surprised me but only for a second, 

until I remembered the family’s second youngest son’s birthday.

Three months before this July meal, family and friends had filled the same 

small room to celebrate the eleventh birthday o f the oldest boy. No table was used 

then, but rugs on the floor for the food to be served. Then too, I was amazed by the 

variety and quantity o f food in front o f US. “ I don’t have much but I want my son to 

be a child and have childhood memories,”  (Refugee 2a, Interview, May 29, 2010) his 

father had said to me as he excused himself for the simplicity o f the festivities as rules 

of modesty would dictate him to. When I came back the following weekend, the 

parents were absent. After a little probing, their second daughter admitted her parents 

had traveled to Lopburi where it is easier find menial work without raising any 

suspicion with the local police. The birthday had put significant stress on their 

household budget and they had left for a week to cover the month’s expenses 

(Refugee 4 , Interview, June 6, 2010).

The observations from these three episodes can be generalized to describe the 

kind of hardship that affected the livelihood of these refugees: 1) Being a refugee in
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an urban setting presented its own set o f insecurity concerns, both in terms o f safety 

and material comfort, 2) There existed significant obstacles to securing a job, 

including language barriers, discrimination and, again, security issues, 3) The 

overexposure of refugee youth to fu lfill livelihood responsibilities resulted in 

rendering them especially vulnerable to all sorts o f abuse. First, many o f the 

interviewees concurred that living in a designated and closed-in facility such as the 

IDC in Nongkhai has its advantages, including those who lived in the IDC (Refugee 

lb, Interview, July 23, 2010). As one head o f household explained, UNHCR gave 

him 7,800 Bath monthly administered by the Bangkok Refugee Center (BRC) 

(Refugee 8, Interview, July 23, 2010). The medicine and hospital fees were fully 

covered by the BRC but, between rent (3,200 Bath/month), rice (1,200 Bath/month), 

there was little left to supplement his family’s diet, afford school fees and purchase 

other household items (Refugee 8, Interview, July 23, 2010). While his family of 

eight lived on a little more than 100 Bath per day, he and other families were 

confronted with the reality of needing to supplement their household income.

Secondly, interviewees reported significant difficulties finding a job because 

o f prejudicial attitudes from local Thais, language barriers, abusive working 

conditions, and the possibility o f arrest and detention (Refugee 13, Interview, July 23, 

2010; Refugee 2b, Interview, July 19, 2010; Refugee 8, Interview, July 23, 2010). 

Those in Lopburi faced similar obstacles though the semi-rural environment and the 

number of Thai Hmong residents in neighboring localities alleviated some of the 

constraints. As one refugee in Lopburi reports, Lao Hmong in Lopburi had a lesser 

tendency to live in close proximity to each other, which reduced xenophobic feelings 

from Thai neighbors and employers were used to hiring the local Thai Hmong to work 

(Refugee 10, Interview, July 20, 2010). It was the general opinion o f those refugees 

interviewed that deterring factors in the urban setting were far more severe and more 

likely, pushing families to temporarily relocate to supplement household revenues.

Thirdly, besides the urban/rural differences, there was a generational divide in 

accessing the labor market and providing for the family. It was a direct reaction to the 

discrimination and security risks discussed above. As one mother explained, her
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teenage daughters were often sent to run errands as they would blend in with the local 

Thais by their dress, their command o f the Thai language and their demeanor 

(Refugee 3, Interview, July 16, 2010). One father explained: “ I don’t want my kids 

to work, but i f  they are caught, I can find a way to rescue them. I f  I am arrested, they 

won’t know how to rescue me.”  (Refugee 2b, Interview, July 19, 2010). The effects 

o f delegating the duties to provide livelihood to the family were dual. On one hand, it 

striped parents o f their role as caregivers, further hindering their feelings of dignity. 

On the other hand, it disproportionately exposed youth to instances o f abuse and 

arbitrary arrest while they had less experience and fewer recourses to deal with them.

“ W h e n  th e  p o lic e  r a id e d  m y  f r ie n d ’s  h o u s e , I  d id n ’t  k n o w  h o w  I  w o u ld  t e l l  m y  

p a re n ts . T h e y  to o k  e v e ry o n e  to  th e  s ta t io n  a n d  th e y  to o k  o u r  p h o n e s . I  h a d  n o  w a y  o f  

g e t t in g  h e lp  f r o m  m y  fa th e r .  ”

(Refugee 6, Interview, July 17, 2010)

The result was a state o f emotional desperation, financial uncertainty, and the 

subsequent practice o f risky behaviors that dangerously undermined the security of 

the youth and that of the family.

As per Chambers and Conway’s definition o f livelihood (1991), both 

personal characteristics and environmental circumstances impacted negatively the Lao 

Hmong refugees’ ability to provide for their families. Those in Bangkok reported to 

be further penalized due to the higher cost o f living, stronger xenophobic sentiments 

and higher risks o f being arrested or exploited. This latter was by far the strongest 

deterrence to access means o f livelihood given that Thai law criminalized refugee 

employment, exposing refugees in dire financial state to abuse in the work place and 

police arrest (Lang, 2002). As it w ill be explained next, challenges to access 

meaningful livelihood was only one consequence of their illegal status.

3.2  F ear
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As mentioned in a previous chapter, refugees were doubly vulnerable in 

Thailand because o f their status as prima facie illegal immigrants under Thai law 

(Lang, 2002). Every interviewee had had one or more persons in their household 

arrested and/or detained by the police, including themselves. Sometimes, they were 

apprehended while working illegally, such as in this case where the refugee, her 

husband and her sister were hired to clean condominiums in downtown Bangkok.

“ /  w a s  a r r e s te d  th re e  tim e s . [ . . . ]  T h e  t h i r d  t im e  I  w e n t o u t to  b u y  lu n c h  [ f o r  m y  

s is te r , m y  h u s b a n d  a n d  I ]  a n d  th e  p o lic e  s to p p e d  m e. T h e y  a s k e d  m e  w h a t I  w a s  

d o in g  a n d  I  s a id  I  w a s  g o in g  to  b u y  lu n c h . T h e y  a s k e d  m e  w h e re  I  liv e d  a n d  I  p o in te d  

to  th e  c o n d o  b u ild in g .  T h e y  a s k e d  m e  to  ta k e  th e m  b a c k  a n d  th e y  f o u n d  m y  s is te r  a n d  

m y  h u s b a n d . [ . . . ]  W e h a d  to  t e l l  th e m  w e  w e re  c le a n in g  th e  c o n d o s . T h e y  a s k e d  US i f  

w e  w e re  w o r k in g  il le g a lly .  T h e n , th e y  a s k e d  US i f  w e  w a n te d  th e m  to  h e lp  US n o t g o  to  

j a i l .  T h e y  a s k e d  US f o r  4, 000 B a th  b u t w e  d id n  Y h a v e  a n y th in g . S o  th e y  a s k e d  f o r  m y  

h u s b a n d ’s p h o n e . T h e y  s a id  to  g iv e  th e m  th e  p h o n e  o r  th e y  w o u ld  ta k e  US to  

im m ig r a t io n ,  s o  h e  g a v e  th e m  h is  p h o n e . [ . . . ]  T h e  o w n e r  o f  th e  c o n d o  c a lle d  m y  f a th e r  

to  c o m e  a n d  p ic k  US u p . H e  s a id  h e  d id n  Y w a n t US to  w o r k  th e re  a n y m o re  b e c a u s e  he  

d id n  Y w a n t a n y  m o re  t r o u b le ”

(Refugee 7, Interview, July 17, 2010)

Others reported the extortion o f small bribes by police officers while 

apprehended on the streets. One 20-year old male related a violent encounter with 

two police officers during which he was taken into a vehicle, beaten and later taken to 

a mobile phone store (Refugee 9, Interview, July 17, 2010). There, he was forced to 

sell his phone and give the proceeds to the officers. They later bought him a beer and 

gave him 50 Bath for his transportation home (Refugee 9, Interview, July 17, 2010).

Whether or not they were taken into custody seemed to depend largely on 

whether the station o f the police officers where they were being taken and whether 

BRC workers or UNHCR officials could be alerted quickly to intervene (Refugee 7, 

Interview, July 17, 2010; Refugee 2b, Interview, July 19, 2010). For instance, if  the 

police officers were from the Suthisan station which was located near the BRC, they
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would most likely be aware of the Lao Hmong refugees, ask for a bribe and release 

them (Refugee 7, Interview, July 17, 2010; Refugee 2b, Interview, July 19, 2010; 

Refugee 9 , Interview, July 17, 2010). Police officers from other stations would be 

harsher and take them to the Immigration Detention Center o f Suan Phlu (Refugee 9, 

Interview, July 17, 2010). Based on their own personal experience, the interviewees 

had mixed feelings about the power that UNHCR could exercise to protect them in 

instances of abusive police practices.

Arbitrary arrests and other abuses by law enforcement forces were especially 

difficult on youth. The young participants surveyed expressed their powerlessness 

and helplessness to seek for help when apprehended by the Thai police.

“ 7 w a s  c r y in g  b e c a u s e  I  d id n ’t  k n o w  w h e th e r  o r  n o t  I  w o u ld  se e  m y  fa m ily .  

T h e  p r is o n  g u a rd s  k e p t s a y in g  th a t  w e  w o u ld  be  s e n t b a c k  h o m e  a n d  I  th o u g h t th e y  

m e a n t o u r  h o m e  in  L a o s . I  d id n ’t  w a n t to  g o  b a c k  to  L a o s . I  d id n ’t  w a n t to  le a v e  

w ith o u t  m y  fa m ily .  [ . . . ]  I  w a s  r e lie v e d  w h e n  I  s a w  M a ip h a m 2 f r o m  U N H C R  a n d  sh e  

s a id , n o , I  w a s  g o in g  h o m e  to  m y  p a r e n ts .”

(Refugee 7, Interview, July 17, 2010)

They often played a difficult role as providers for their families but could not 

evade the feeling of also being a cause of stress for their parents while away from 

their home.

When seeking for help to be released from detention, some were disillusioned 

or even untrusting.

“ 7 u s e d  to  b e lie v e  U N H C R  c a re d . B u t a f te r  th e y  s e n t th e  H m o n g  in  N o n g k h a i 

a n d  in  P e tc h a b u n  b a c k  to  L a o s , I  w o n d e r  h o w  U N H C R  c a n  in te rv e n e  i f  th e  T h a i 

g o v e rn m e n t d e c id e s  th e y  w a n t to  s e n d  u s  b a c k  to o . I  c a n ’t  t r u s t  th e m . ”

(Refugee 5, Interview, July 16, 2010)

2 Name was changed.
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Another woman expressed her frustration at UNHCR after the police raided 

her apartment and they produced UNHCR-issued refugee documentation.

“ W h e n  m y  h u s b a n d  s h o w e d  th e  p o lic e  h is  re fu g e e  id e n t if ic a t io n  d o c u m e n t, 

th e y  u s e d  i t  to  s la p  h im  o n  th e  h e a d . T h e y  to ld  h im , h o w  d a re  h e  u se  th o s e  p a p e rs  in  

T h a ila n d  [ . . . ] .  W h a t is  U N H C R  w o r th  in  T h a ila n d  th e n ?  U N H C R  is  s im p ly  a n  in s u lt  

to  th e  T h a i a u th o r it ie s .”

(Refugee 3, Interview, July 16, 2010)

These statements above demonstrated that the interviewees were cognizant of 

UNHRC’s protection mandate, but also o f the agency’s limited jurisdiction and 

protection authority in Thailand. It was the result o f both education on the part of 

UNHRC (Refugee 5, Interview, July 16, 2010) and their first-hand experience with 

Thai law enforcement. They had a basic understanding o f state sovereignty and the 

role it played in creating the situation of insecurity and uncertainty they lived in. 

They were also aware o f the ramifications o f living in such state of constant fear of 

Thai law enforcement bodies, especially in terms o f livelihood opportunities as 

discussed before and o f movement.

3.3  M ovem ent

“ /  w i l l  n o t g o  a n y w h e re . I  a m  to o  s c a re d . ”

(Refugee 3, Interview, July 16, 2010)

This described succinctly, but profoundly the inhibition and the paralysis that 

the current Thai laws instilled in this refugee population. In all my interactions with 

this particular woman over seven months, I only witnessed her venturing down to the 

street one time. It was on the day o f my departure and she came down to the foot of 

the building’s door and waived me goodbye.
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As p r im a  fa c ie  illegal immigrants, refugees were not allowed to freely 

circulate in Thailand outside o f the designed areas or camps (Lang, 2002). The fear 

o f real and perceived threats o f navigating an urban setting described previously was 

therefore further aggravated by an ill-fitted legal framework. In the refugees’ own 

v/ords, these direct and indirect restrictions on the refugees’ movement undermined 

their security and their ability to provide for their family, negatively affected the 

health of their families, and fundamentally challenged their most basic human dignity. 

First, in the L iv e lih o o d  paragraph above, it was clear that restricted movement posed 

serious impediments to effectively and safely seeking other revenue streams to 

supplement UNHCR cash allowances. Children would be left in the care of older 

siblings while parents travelled to neighboring provinces to work (Refugee 2b, 

Interview, July 19, 2010). Refugee youth themselves would have to look for small 

jobs in Bangkok, exposing them to possible abuse in their work place and arbitrary 

arrests in transit by Thai law enforcement to collect bribe monies (Refugee 7, 

Interview, July 17, 2010; Refugee 9, Interview, July 17, 2010). Among the 

individuals interviewed, financial distress and security concerns were constant 

conflicting forces, leaving the refugees in a desperate dilemma.

Secondly, as one refugee mother explained, restrictions on movement could 

have potentially devastating consequences on her ability to seek for medical attention 

for herself and her children.

' ‘M y  c h ild  w a s  s ic k  f o r  tw o  d a y s  b e fo re  I  w e n t to  th e  B R C . T h e y  g a v e  m e  so m e  

m e d ic in e  a n d  to ld  m e  to  c o m e  b a c k  i f  m y  s o n  w a s  s t i l l  s ic k  a f te r  tw o  d a y s . T h e  fe v e r  

a n d  h iv e s  o n  h is  b a c k  a n d  a rm s  d id  n o t g o  a w a y . H e  c o u ld n ’t  s w a llo w , n o t e v e n  

w a te r . F in a lly ,  I  h a d  to  a s k  m y  n e ig h b o r  to  c a r r y  h im  to  th e  B R C  a n d  th e y  to o k  US to  

th e  h o s p ita l.  [ . . . ]  I  h a v e  w a ite d  b e fo re  g o in g  to  th e  B R C  in  th e  p a s t  b e c a u s e  I  d o n  7 

w a n t to  w a lk  o n  th e  s tre e ts . E v e n  i f  i t  is  c lo s e , I  a m  a f r a id  o f  th e  p o lic e  a n d  I  w o u ld  

r a th e r  l ie  h e re  a t  h o m e  a n d  w a it  f o r  th e  illn e s s  to  p a s s .”

(Refugee 5, Interview, July 16, 2010)



30

Another refugee reported constant pain and swelling in his legs from the daily 

inactivity of being confined in his studio (Refugee lb, Interview, July 23, 2010). 

Medical expenses were fully covered, so were transportation costs; the services 

rendered at the medical facilities were reportedly good (Refugee lb, Interview, July 

23, 2010; Refugee 5, Interview, July 16, 2010). But it was deeply alarming that a 

person would be forced to contemplate jeopardizing her health and that of her 

children because she was not permitted by Thai law to freely travel a few street blocks 

to seek medical attention. In this particular case, she confessed that it was the state of 

disempowerment as a parent to care for her children that troubled her most (Refugee 

5, Interview, July 16, 2010).

Finally, related to the statement of the refugee mother above, most refugees 

interviewed expressed their frustration at being “ encaged like animals” (Refugee 10, 

Interview, July 23, 2010). A young father said:

“ 7 w a n t to  w o r k  a n d  e a rn  m o n e y  to  ra is e  m y  fa m ily .  [ . . . ]  B a t I  c a n ’t  h e lp  

th e m  i f  I  a m  j a i l ,  s o  I  s ta y  in s id e  e v e ry  d a y . I  a m  o n ly  t h i r t y  y e a r s  o ld  a n d  I  a m  s t i l l  

s tro n g , b u t I  w a tc h  te le v is io n  a l l  d a y . I  d o n ’t  k n o w  h o w  to  b e  h u m a n . [ . . . ]  E v e n  n o w  

in  T h a ila n d , I  d o n  7 k n o w  i f  I  h a v e  a  fu tu r e .  W e a re  lik e  w i ld  b ir d s  in  a  c a g e . ”

(Refugee 11, Interview, July 23, 2010)

The social and emotional isolation was difficult and harder to understand for 

teenagers:

“  W h e n  [m y  s is te r  a n d  I ]  m e t o th e r  T h a i H m o n g  g ir ls ,  w e  w e re  s o  h a p p y  to  

s p e a k  to  th e m . W e a s k e d  th e m  th e ir  n a m e s , b u t th e y  w o u ld  n o t re s p o n d  to  US. W h e n  I  

th o u g h t w e  h a d  r is k e d  s o  m u c h  d a n g e r  to  c o m e  to  th e  H m o n g  N e w  Y e a r, น  m a d e  m e  

s a d . I  th o u g h t th a t  m a y b e  i t  ’ร  b e tte r  w e  s ta y  in s id e . ”

(Refugee 6, Interview, July 17, 2010)

The inhibition and paralysis felt by the Lao Hmong refugees reduced them to a 

state o f helplessness that was unworthy and subhuman in their eyes. Unable to fu lfill
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their responsibilities as bread earners and care givers, parents experienced restrictions 

o f movement as an assault on their most basic human dignity. Youth experienced the 

isolation as an obstacle to their socio-economic development, leaving them helpless to 

meet their personal, educational and professional aspirations.

3.4  E ducation , Religion an d  Culture

When speaking with the refugees about their protection concerns, all 

demographics (i.e. youth, adult, elderly, female and male) expressed their anguish at 

the lack o f opportunities to pursue an education, as well as the inability to practice 

religious and cultural preferences. In Bangkok, refugee children could access primary 

education in neighboring schools, and uniforms and school fees were paid for by the 

BRC (Refugee 9, Interview, July 17, 2010; Refugee 6, Interview, July 17, 2010). The 

BRC also offered daily English and Thai classes for teenagers and would subsidize 

more advanced courses at private language institutions on a merit base (Refugee 6, 

Interview, July 17, 2010). But for those who did not meet testing standards and/or 

reached the age lim it, there are few options. One teenage girl recalled her desperate 

plea to remain in her English class.

“ T h e y  to ld  m e  I  h a d n  7 p a s s e d  m y  e x a m  b u t I  w a s  to o  o ld  to  s tu d y . T h e re  w e re  

tw e n ty  s tu d e n ts  a n d  I  w a s  th e  o ld e s t; I  w a s  e ig h te e n . A f te r  th e y  t o ld  m e  th a t, I  w e n t to  

th e  B R C  th re e  d a y s  in  a  r o w  to  a s k  p  ’D a n g 3 to  le t  m e  b a c k  in  th e  c la s s . S h e  s a id  

th e re  w a s n  7 a n y th in g  n e w  f o r  m e  to  le a rn . I  s a id , I  d o n  7 c a re  i f  I  le a r n  th e  s a m e  

le s s o n s  a l l  o v e r  a g a in . I  t o ld  h e r, a l l  I  w a n te d  w a s  n o t to  f o r g e t  w h a t I  h a d  le a rn e d . 

O n  th e  t h i r d  d a y , I  c r ie d  a n d  b e g g e d  h e r  to  le t  m e  b a c k  in  th e  c la s s . S h e  a s k e d : “  W h o  

is  y o u r  fa th e r ?  Is  i t  th e  o n e  w a it in g  f o r  y o u  g u y s  e v e ry  d a y  a f te r  s c h o o l?  ”  I  s a id  y e s  

a n d  s h e  f in a l ly  s a id  o k .”

(Refugee 6, Interview, July 17, 2010)

3 Name was changed.
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Parents were grieved with the idea that escaping to Thailand didn’t necessarily 

mean a brighter future for their children (Refugee 3, Interview, July 16, 2010; 

Refugee 2a, Interview, May 29, 2010). The sense of helplessness with regards to their 

parenting abilities, especially in terms of education, was a recurring theme in our 

conversations. Parents were fully aware that they were ill-equipped to prepare their 

children for the world they lived in and the countries they hoped to be resettled to, 

that the system was failing to provide those services in a meaningful way, and they 

perceived it was directly undermining their protection (Refugee 3, Interview, July 16, 

2010; Refugee 2a, Interview, May 29, 2010).

' " I f  w e  c a n  7 s p e a k  E n g lis h , I ’m  a f r a id  A u s t r a lia  a n d  th e  บ .ร .  w i l l  n o t ta k e  US. ”

(Refugee 2a, Interview, May 29, 2010)

But the parents interviewed expressed their inability to educate their children 

in more ways than one. Beyond a formal education, they lamented their inability to 

keep their families safe and to transmit their religious and cultural beliefs to their 

children (Refugee 2b, Interview, July 19, 2010; Refugee 8, Interview, July 23, 2010).

"W e  h a v e n  7 c a lle d  th e  s p ir i ts  s in c e  w e  m o v e d  h e re  [4  y e a r s  a g o ]. T h e re  is  n o  

s p a c e . [ . . . ]  W e a re  lu c k y  b e c a u s e  o u r  n e ig h b o rs  a re  n ic e r  th a n  in  th e  c a s e  o f  o th e r  

fa m ilie s ,  s o  w e  c a n  h a v e  m e e tin g s  f o r  th e  e ld e rs  in  o u r  h o m e  a n d  in v ite  f a m ily  a n d  

f r ie n d s  f o r  a  m e a l o r  a  c e le b r a t io n . B u t w e  d o n  7 w a n t to  u p s e t o u r  n e ig h b o rs , s o  w e  

d o n  7 h a v e  s a c r if ic e s  a n d  s p ir i t  c a ll in g  r itu a ls .  W h e n  o u r  c h ild r e n  g e t s ic k  o r  w e  g e t  

s ic k , w e  c a n  o n ly  g o  to  th e  B R C . W e c a n  7 c a l l  th e ir  s p ir i ts  b a c k . ”

(Refugee 2b, Interview, July 19, 2010)

The Hmong normally live a very spiritual existence that requires complex and 

frequent rituals throughout the year and one’s life in order to maintain harmony and 

health (Fadiman, 1997). For these parents, failing to do so was understood to bring 

illness and misfortune upon the household that did not practice (Ibid.; Refugee 8, 

Interview, July 23, 2010). In their mind, in order to avoid drawing unnecessary
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attention to their homes, they were faced with a predicament that limited their ability 

to provide spiritual protection to their families.

In their own words, the participants of this study proposed a definition of 

refugee protection that is all-encompassing. They underlined the fundamental ways in 

which the lack o f effective protection affected their livelihood opportunities, their 

sense o f security, their ability to move, and their desire to cultivate and express a 

common identity. Regardless o f the themes evoked, there was a common thread: the 

distinct perception that their most basic human dignity was eroding. They were 

finding themselves in a state of illegality that aggravated their vulnerabilities, 

regardless o f their place and role in the family. In their own words, parents endured 

the infantilizing and dehumanizing effects o f a highly dependent situation. Youth 

were desperate to build the social and educational skills towards a better future. In all 

cases, their experience presented fundamental challenges to their desire for 

meaningful participation and self-sufficiency that would help alleviate their protection 

concerns.
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