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schools sometimes failed to provide an accurate picture of race and
ethnicity in the United States. Heng reported during a follow-up inter-
view that actually interacting with African Americans was far differ-
ent from the abstract knowledge he had received in a refugee camp
school in Thailand:

I was surprised the first time I saw black people. They were standing in
front of my building the first morning after I arrived. Maybe I didn’t notice
them at the airport because I was so sleepy. When I saw them I thought,
“They look strange.” [He quickly interjects.] Not discrimination. I just
never saw people like that. Then I knew there were different kinds of peo-
ple in the U.S. They spoke fast, like “whitwhitwhitwhit” [he makes a
whistling sound]. In Thailand I studied about America, about slavery, 
I knew there were blacks and whites in the U.S. But . . . [pauses then
laughs] I never knew what a black person looked like.

As Suom and Heng suggest, Cambodian and Hmong refugees arrive
with very little knowledge about the range of racial and ethnic groups
in the United States. The diversity they encounter can therefore be quite
surprising to them. For example, on the survey Rebecca stated that she
had not learned about American society in a homeland nor refugee
camp school. During a follow-up interview, she described being startled
by the extent of American diversity:

When I first came to the United States and I saw black people, people with a
different color, it was so amazing. I had never seen other groups before.
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Table 2.1 Refugees’ Sources of Information About American Diversity 
by Size of Current U.S. City (Percentages; Multiple 
Answers Accepted)

Big City Small City

Pre-arrival
Homeland school 5 3
Refugee camp school 15 8

Post-arrival
School 80 69*
Media 81 68*
Whites 54 18***
Minorities 66 23***
Own group 63 40**

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: N = 82 in big cities, 97 in small cities.
*p < .10; **p < .01; ***p < .001



younger ones and more years of U.S. education substantially increase
knowledge. Yet years of U.S. residence is only moderately correlated
with the number of correct answers (r = .165; p < .05) and there is no
meaningful difference between respondents living in small or big cities.
Immigrants add to the country’s demographic diversity upon arrival,
yet their understanding of this diversity often involves a lengthy process
of resocialization.

Demonstrating that Cambodian and Hmong refugees are learning
about American diversity raises the question of what worldview guides
them during the process of racial and ethnic adaptation. I posit that eth-
nic origins serve this function. Homeland history, politics, and culture
create specific types of ethnic boundaries which in turn shape how immi-
grants respond to new identities and inequalities following migration.

Ethnic Boundaries

The theory of symbolic interaction in sociology (Fine 1993) and inter-
group behavior in psychology (Brewer and Brown 1998) explain how
an individual’s sense of self results from interaction with other peo-
ple and produces a relational identity based on social categorization.
These theoretical insights are often applied to ethnic groups via the
anthropologist Fredrik Barth’s (1969a) concept of an ethnic boundary.
Barth explained how membership in an ethnic group (or in-group) is
determined by comparison and often interaction with other groups
(or out-groups). Each ethnic group develops “criteria for membership”
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Table 2.2 Refugees’ Factual Knowledge About American Diversity
(Percentage Answering Correctly)

“What is the name of the group whose ancestors were 80
slaves in the United States?”

“What language do people from Mexico speak?” 72

“What is the name of the group whose ancestors were 70
the first people to live in what is now the United States?”

“Where did the ancestors of most white people in the 65
United States come from?”

All four answers correct 49

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: N = 179



examples of analysis that combines cultural and noncultural factors rather
than prioritizing one over the other.

To avoid the common inadequacies of cultural arguments, I concep-
tualize Cambodian (or more accurately Khmer) and Hmong ethnic ori-
gins as a holistic combination of historical, political, and cultural
components rather than individual causal variables (see Ragin 1987 for
a detailed discussion of this distinction between case and variable analy-
sis). Consequently, I do not specify the magnitude of the difference
between Cambodian and Hmong ethnic origins, only that they repre-
sent fundamentally different types or sociological cases (see Becker 1992
and Ragin 1992 for a definition of what is a case). Cambodian ethnic ori-
gins are characterized by a porous ethnic boundary and a liminal ethnic
identity. Hmong ethnic origins are characterized by a hermetic ethnic
boundary and a polarized ethnic identity (see table 2.4, which summa-
rizes the material presented in chapters 3 and 4).

A case-based analysis of culture has two analytical advantages over
variable-based analysis. First, it does not prioritize or rank the four com-
ponents of Cambodian and Hmong ethnic origins. Their influences are
synthetic rather than additive. For example, in the case of the Hmong it
would be futile to argue that being military allies of the U.S. CIA during
the 1960s and then being abandoned at the war’s end in 1975 is more
influential for their ethnic origins than the diaspora from China circa
1800. Such an argument would fall into the historical fallacy of claiming
that recent events are more powerful than those in the distant past. The

32 Ethnic Origins

Table 2.3 Culture, History, and Politics in the Formation of Ethnic Originsa

Characteristics of Ethnic Origins

Culture
Religious values Degree of individualism and collectivism in 

spiritual aspirations
Kinship norms Ratio of choice and constraint in social-network 

membership

Nation-state formation Level of subordination, equality, and dominance 
in national institutions

Political cleavage Salience of intra- and inter-ethnic conflict over power

Source: Author’s compilation.
aEthnic origins include components that I do not examine in this book, such as region
and urban or rural residence, or hold constant, such as race and class. I subsume migra-
tion history and transnational ties within the component nation-state formation,
although they could be analyzed separately.



converse is equally erroneous: that events occurring over a longer
period of time (the diaspora) have a greater impact than those of shorter
duration (the failed military alliance with the United States).

Similarly, when one is analyzing the ethnic origins of Cambodians it
would be impossible to argue that their view of social relations derives
mostly from Khmer Rouge atrocities or mostly from the value of merit
shaping a person’s karma. Any attempt to pursue this line of reasoning
would quickly result in absurd counterfactual arguments. One would face
the impossibility of guessing what the worldview of modern Cambodians
would be like if the Khmer Rouge revolution had not occurred or if
Theravada Buddhism did not have a notion of ethically influenced rebirth.
Instead of pitting one variable against another in a fight for explanatory
supremacy, the concept of ethnic origins respects the organic integrity of
history, politics, and culture.

A second advantage of case analysis is that it avoids presenting cul-
ture as primordial. Ethnic origins are dynamic, not perpetual, because
they result from the interaction of cultural and noncultural factors.
Among immigrants, values and norms emerge from the group’s adap-
tation to historical and structural conditions both prior to and after
migration. A primordial approach to culture would argue that values
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Table 2.4 Components and Qualities of Khmer and Hmong Ethnic Origins

Khmer Hmong

Components
Religious values Theravada Buddhism Animism

Merit and personal Ancestor worship
karma

Kinship norms Bilateral Patrilineal
Discretionary ancestry Clan and lineage

Nation-state Hybrid culture with Diaspora without
formation nation-state nation-state

Dominant group Minority group

Political cleavage Intra-ethnic Inter-ethnic
(1960s to 1970s) Limited intervention Extensive intervention 

by U.S. by U.S.

Qualities Porous boundary, Hermetic boundary, 
liminal identity polarized identity

Source: Author’s compilation.



and norms are invariant. Events in Cambodia easily disprove this argu-
ment, since the horrors of the Khmer Rouge revolution occurred in a
society of devout Buddhists (for an explanation for this anomaly see
Hinton 2005).

Hypothesis and Research Design

The ethnic-origins hypothesis states that immigrant groups with distinct
ethnic origins will have different forms of racial and ethnic adaptation,
even when these groups are similar in physical appearance, mode of
incorporation, and socioeconomic status. More specifically, a group’s
ethnic origins will influence four dimensions of racial and ethnic adap-
tation (see table 2.5).

One set of outcomes concerns identities. Those based on affiliation
require immigrants to consider how membership in their own ethnic
group implicitly or explicitly connects them to other ethnic groups. Pan-
ethnicity, or subsuming a specific identity such as Hmong or Cambodian
within a broader one such as Asian American, is a good example of an
affiliation-based identity. Other affiliation-based identities for immi-
grants include broad categories based on race (for example, “people of
color”), religion (“Buddhist” and “Muslim”), and region (“Caribbean”).
Conversely, an identity based on affinity requires immigrants to con-
sider adding a new identity in response to changes in other identities.
U.S. citizen is a good example of an affinity-based identity, since it is a
way for immigrants to claim rights and membership in American soci-
ety. Other affinity-based identities for immigrants in the United States
include those based on neighborhood and city.

Where racial and ethnic identities involve a social-psychological evalu-
ation of the meanings of group membership, racial and ethnic inequalities
concern stigmatizing hierarchies, such as group stereotypes, and unfair
outcomes, such as mistreatment by employers. Since immigrants expe-
rience a process of resocialization, it is necessary to examine how they
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Table 2.5 Dimensions of Racial and Ethnic Adaptation

Identities Inequalities

Affiliation Affinity Perceiving Reacting

Pan-ethnicity U.S. citizen Societal racism Mobilization
Group stereotypes Collective action
Institutional 

discrimination

Source: Author’s compilation.



Many slaves were captives in wars of expansion in the east and west, but
others came from local mountain-dwelling groups. Thus, cultural
hybridization had a geopolitical rationale based on rulers’ desire to
increase the population.

Cambodia’s location on a plain between Thailand and Vietnam also
meant an inevitable flow of external influences that made isolation
impossible and cultural accommodation a necessity (see figure 3.1). David
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leaders estimated that by the early 1990s approximately 8,000 Vietnamese,
4,000 Cambodians, and 1,000 Lao lived in Uptown. Almost all of the
Hmong, however, had left for Wisconsin and other states (Hansen and
Hong 1991). The coordinator of the Illinois Refugee Resettlement Program
provides a succinct assessment of the neighborhood’s role in the city:
“Uptown is the Ellis Island of Chicago” (Immigration and Refugee
Services of America 1986b, 9).

Southeast Asian refugees joined a long list of ethnic groups that called
the Uptown area home. Germans, Swedes, and Irish first settled the area
during the early 1900s, moving north as more recent immigrants from
southern and eastern Europe moved into their neighborhoods in the
southern part of the city (Cutler 1982). Development in Uptown subsided
during the 1920s, and for the next two decades the area became synony-
mous with affluent leisure and recreation in cafes, nightclubs, and audi-
toriums (Lyden and Jakus 1980).

After World War II a new series of displaced people began moving
into Uptown, attracted by low-cost housing and an increasing number
of single-room occupancy hotels that catered to transient populations.
Japanese Americans were the first of the new groups to settle in Uptown
in 1944 and 1945, when the U.S. government released them from the
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the historian John Gurda (1999, 362) terms “the old ethnic short hand”:
“Germans on the North Side, Poles on the South Side.” Yet much had
changed by the time the Hmong arrived, and they settled in both areas
(see figure 6.2). On the Near North Side they moved into the Merrill Park
neighborhood and the adjacent southern section of Midtown, the area
of Milwaukee with the largest African American population. On the
Near South Side the Hmong straddled the community areas of Clark
Square and Walker’s Point, the home of many Hispanic Americans. The
dynamics of these population shifts—Germans and Poles moving out,
and blacks and Hispanics moving in—shaped the trajectory of Hmong
refugees’ insertion into the urban pecking order.
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Cambodians and the Hmong see physical features as their most
important similarity with other Asian Americans, and point to culture
when discussing important differences (see table 7.2). Less than half
of the entire sample, 46 percent, cited one or more points of cultural
similarity with other Asian Americans, whereas almost all respondents
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Table 7.1 Responses to the Question “What Makes Cambodians/the
Hmong Similar to Other Asian Americans?” 
(Percentages for Responses Given by 10 Percent or 
More of Sample; Multiple Responses Accepted)a

Physical Cultural Social

Skin 53% Food 24% Socialc 16%
Hair 49% Clothing 16%
Size 23% Religion 15%
Appearance 20% Cultural traitb 14%
Nose 19%
Eyes 18%

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: N = 179
aResponses were assigned to one or more categories based on content analysis.
b“Cultural trait” is a residual category comprising diverse responses about norms and val-
ues, such as “looking after parents when they are old” and “respect for authority.”
c“Social” is a residual category comprising diverse responses contrasting Asian Americans
with other people in United States, such as speaking a language other than English and
experiencing discrimination.

Table 7.2 Responses to the Question “What Makes Cambodians/the
Hmong Different from Other Asian Americans?” 
(Percentages for Responses Given by 10 Percent or 
More of Sample; Multiple Responses Accepted)a

Physical Cultural Social Class

Skin 13% Language 81% Social 10% Education 11%
Culture 36% Jobs and 
Cultural trait 31% income 11%
Customs 22%
Clothing 19%
Food 17%
Religion 17%
Family and 

kinship 16%

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: N = 179
aResponses were assigned to one or more categories based on content analysis.
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(97 percent) listed at least one cultural characteristic that distinguishes
them from other Asians, typically language and the specific words “cul-
ture” or “customs.”

The area in which Cambodians and the Hmong are most likely to
note how they differ from other Asians in the United States is class, as
reflected in educational and professional achievements. Only 1 percent
of the entire sample point to an economic similarity among Asian
Americans (such as being self-employed), but 14 percent list at least one
difference among Asian Americans in educational achievement, the
types of work done (professional or unskilled), or income. Some
Cambodians and Hmong clearly feel that Asian Americans are stratified
by socioeconomic status.

As these data indicate, Cambodian and Hmong refugees evaluate a
very wide range of characteristics in determining the degree to which
they identify with the name “Asian American.” This social-psychological
dimension of racial and ethnic adaptation is primarily determined by
ethnic origins rather than experiences with the urban pecking order or
small-town hospitality and hate (see table 7.3). Regardless of where
they live, the Hmong are more likely than Cambodians to cite a physi-
cal feature as a similarity with other Asian Americans. Cambodians in
both Rochester and Chicago, on the other hand, emphasize cultural sim-
ilarities with other Asian Americans—typically food, clothing, religion,
and cultural traits such as “attitude toward work” and “same values and
goals.”

Ethnic origin is also the main source of variation in what respon-
dents think differentiates them from other Asian American groups (see
table 7.4). A significant proportion of the Hmong think that Asian
Americans vary by class, and they also emphasize social differences
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Table 7.3 Characteristics Shared with Other Asian Americans, by 
Ethnicity and City (Percentage of Respondents Listing at 
Least One Characteristic; Multiple Responses Accepted)

Hmong in Cambodians in Hmong in Cambodians in
Eau Claire Rochestera Milwaukee Chicagoa

Physical 98 78* 81 69
Cultural 19 59** 36 67**
Social 19 16 19 10

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: N = 48 in Eau Claire, 49 in Rochester, 32 in Milwaukee, and 50 in Chicago.
aTests of statistical significance are between the same-sized city for different ethnic
groups.
*p < .01; **p < .001



more than Cambodians. One Hmong respondent in Eau Claire believes
that the “Chinese and Japanese have more money because they have
been here for a long time.” This perception is intriguing because the
Hmong sample has a higher level of U.S. education and income than
the Cambodian sample (see appendix A). Yet the Hmong are more
likely to make invidious class comparisons, suggesting that the Hmong
are more sensitive than Cambodians to group differences in socio-
economic status.

Cambodians in Chicago reveal an important anomaly in the refugees’
perceptions of pan-ethnicity: they are the most likely of all the groups to
note their physical differences from other Asian Americans. In Uptown
they often interact with Vietnamese (whom they perceive as having
lighter skin), and in Albany Park they often interact with Koreans
(whom they also perceive as having lighter skin). This pattern is an
important reminder that urban setting can be very influential in shap-
ing pan-ethnic affiliation among Asian Americans.

Overall, however, the Hmong express a weaker sense of pan-Asian eth-
nicity than do Cambodians. Not only do the Hmong emphasize class and
social differences more, but they also consider physical features as their
primary similarity with other Asian Americans, whereas Cambodians
emphasize shared cultural characteristics. This difference is significant
because culture provides a stronger foundation for pan-ethnicity than does
the body. Hair and skin color are merely external markers often empha-
sized by a dominant group. Food, religion, clothing, and values character-
ize a way of life and facilitate interaction among insiders. The ethnic origins
of Cambodians and the Hmong explain why they have such different
responses to a pan-Asian identity in the United States.
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Table 7.4 Characteristics Different from Other Asian Americans, by
Ethnicity and City (Percentage of Respondents Listing at 
Least One Characteristic; Multiple Responses Accepted)

Hmong in Cambodians in Hmong in Cambodians in
Eau Claire Rochestera Milwaukee Chicagoa

Physical 4 14 9 36**
Cultural 96 98 94 98
Social 19 4* 16 2*
Class 31 0*** 28 2***

Source: Author’s Compilation.
Note: N = 48 in Eau Claire, 49 in Rochester, 32 in Milwaukee, and 50 in Chicago.
aTests of statistical significance are between the same-sized city for different ethnic
groups.
*p < .10; **p < .01; *** p < .001



the Hmong, far from naturalizing due to a new identification with the
people and culture of American society, overwhelmingly have an
instrumental attitude toward U.S. citizenship.

Although the postnational perspective helps correct an overly senti-
mental conception of U.S. citizenship, it suggests a universal trend in
immigrants’ views of naturalization and thus obscures their ethnic ori-
gins. Some versions of the theory argue that globalization homogenizes
immigrants’ views on naturalization, yet this is surely an overstatement,
since Cambodians and the Hmong have distinct ideas about what natu-
ralization means (see table 8.2).
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Table 8.1 Responses to the Question, “Why Did/Do You Want to Become a
U.S. Citizen?” (Percentages, Multiple Responses Accepted)a

National International Social 
Benefit Benefit Integration Exile

Vote 50 Travel security 36 Integration 28 Exile 19
Equal rights 33 Sponsor relatives 8
Employment 20
Public aid 8

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: N = 179
aResponses were assigned to one or more categories based on content analysis.

Table 8.2 Reasons for Becoming or Wanting to Become a U.S. Citizen, by
Ethnicity and City (Percentages, Multiple Responses Accepted)

Hmong in Cambodians in Hmong in Cambodians in
Eau Claire Rochestera Milwaukee Chicagoa

National 
benefit 72 80 68 76

International 
benefit 15 52*** 29 64**

Social 
integration 38 35 26 11

Exile 40 9*** 23 4*

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: N = 48 in Eau Claire, 49 in Rochester, 32 in Milwaukee, and 50 in Chicago.
aTests of statistical significance are between the same-sized city for different ethnic groups.
* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001
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for help in evaluating these competing claims about immigrants’ expe-
riences of the American dilemma. They arrive in this country with an
idealized notion of American society’s political freedoms and economic
riches, but then they experience racial and ethnic inequality in both big
and small cities.

The Best and Worst Things About the
United States

When contrasting life in their homeland with life in the United States,
Cambodian and Hmong survey respondents emphasize what is better
about their new home far more than what is worse (see table 9.1). They
prize the intangible components of the American civic culture—demo-
cratic freedom and public education—above the material advantages of
the American way of life, such as living standards and food supply. The
low ranking of economic opportunity among the best things about 
the United States is partly explained by the political causes of the
refugees’ migration from Southeast Asia, which made Cambodians and
the Hmong more likely to value American civil liberties. In addition,
Cambodians and the Hmong are among the lowest income groups in the
United States (Southeast Asian Resource Action Center 2004). In my sam-
ple, 46 percent of respondents earn or receive in public assistance less
than $10,000 a year. Only 2 percent earn more than $40,000. These
refugees are far removed from the affluence of American society and 
are thus much less likely to perceive economic opportunity.
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Table 9.1 Responses to the Statement, “Describe Some of the Best and
Worst Things About Life in the United States Compared to Life
in Cambodia/Laos” (Percentages, Multiple Responses Accepted)a

Best Worst

Education 68 Assimilation 30
Freedom 56 Racism 29
Standard of living 44 Crime 23
Physical safety 29 Gangs 21
Health care 29 Economic hardships 19
Food supply 27 Family conflict 16
Economic opportunity 23 Weather 6
New culture 9 Other 19
Other 17

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: N = 178
aResponses were assigned to one or more categories based on content analysis.



Prejudice and discrimination are also more serious problems for the
refugees when they live in small cities rather than in big ones (the inter-
action of ethnicity and urban context is fully examined in chapters 10
and 11). Whereas the Hmong in Eau Claire rank racism as their biggest
concern about living in the United States, those in Milwaukee list it third,
tied with assimilation and family problems. Cambodians in Rochester
named racism as their second biggest problem, while it is ranked fourth
among Cambodians in Chicago.

Philomena Essed (1990, 257) first used the name “everyday racism” to
describe “the situations, attitudes and customs that produce racial
inequality in daily life.” Subsequent analysis by Feagin (1991) and others
(Byng 1998; Essed 1991; Feagin and Sikes 1994) revealed several types of
face-to-face discrimination against African Americans, the most common
of which are avoidance, rejection, and verbal harassment. Cambodians in
Rochester and the Hmong in Eau Claire experience all of these problems.

Avoidance is an action to increase physical distance or limit social
interaction. It is a particular problem for young black males, who are
often stereotyped as violent criminals, but it is also experienced by a
wide range of Hmong and Cambodians in small cities. For example, a
Cambodian woman in Rochester reported an incident that occurred
when she was forty-eight years old: “One time I was walking along the
sidewalk as exercise. An American man walking toward me got away
from the sidewalk and his face seemed not to like me or say hi to me. I
felt so sad about it and then I thought to myself it’s because I am a refugee
and came from a different country.”

A more aggressive form of avoidance experienced by refugees in
small cities is the look of contempt termed the “hate stare”—also well
known to African Americans. Complete strangers at times engage in this
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Table 9.2 Top Two Worst Aspects of Life in the United States Compared to
Life in Homeland, by Ethnicity and City (Percentages, 
Multiple Responses Accepted)

Hmong Cambodians

Milwaukee Eau Claire Chicago Rochester

Crime 26 Racism 55 Crime 55 Assimilation 39
Economic

hardship 26 Assimilation 36 Gangs 47 Racism 20a

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: N = 48 in Eau Claire, 49 in Rochester, 31 in Milwaukee, and 50 in Chicago.
aTwenty percent of Cambodians in Rochester also listed family conflict among the worst
aspects of life in the United States.



Country of Origin Social Structure and
American Opportunity

Conditions in the refugees’ homelands strongly influence what they like
most about American society (see table 9.3). Although both Cambodians
and the Hmong value the American civic culture, the distinct social
structures of Cambodia and Laos determine what they most appreciate,
and why.

The Hmong in both Milwaukee and Eau Claire think that the best fea-
ture of the United States is access to public education, particularly for
children but also for college and university students. Although many
Cambodians praise the educational opportunities in the United States
(54 percent) they do so at a level significantly below that of the Hmong—
86 percent (p < .001).

Cambodians in both Chicago and Rochester think that democratic free-
doms are the best aspect of the United States—77 percent of Cambodians
list freedom as a positive attribute of American society, versus only 
29 percent of the Hmong, a very significant difference (p < .001). Finally,
almost twice as many Hmong (59 percent) as Cambodians (31 percent)
think the material standard of living (such as plumbing) is one of the
best things about the United States. I used follow-up interviews to deter-
mine how homeland conditions shape the refugees’ perceptions of the
American civic culture and also to directly ask informants about the seri-
ousness of racism.

“In Cambodia If a Party Has the Army They Win”

Cambodians’ faith in the U.S. system of government stems from a his-
tory of negative experiences with their homeland government. They
lived under an authoritarian government from 1970 to 1975 (the Lon Nol
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Table 9.3 Top Two Best Aspects of Life in the United States Compared to
Life in Homeland, by Ethnicity and City (Percentages, Multiple
Responses Accepted)

Hmong Cambodians

Milwaukee Eau Claire Chicago Rochester

Education 81 Education 89 Freedom 69 Freedom 86
Standard Standard 

of living 59 of living 60 Education 45 Education 63

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: N = 48 in Eau Claire, 49 in Rochester, 31 in Milwaukee, and 50 in Chicago.



feelings of vulnerability and displays of hyper-Americanism in order to
disassociate themselves from recent immigrants whose “foreignness” is
often the raw material for these stereotypes (Kibria 2002; Tuan 1998). For
those recent immigrants from Asia, learning about the existence of anti-
Asian stereotypes is part of their racial and ethnic adaptation. Most
Cambodians and Hmong in the Midwest know that some Americans
think they eat dogs, lack a work ethic, and don’t belong here because
they are foreign-born. Two videographers, Kati Johnston and Taggart
Siegel, in their extraordinary film Blue Collar and Buddha (1987), captured
on film groups of whites in Rockford, Illinois, expressing these views.
Surprisingly, the refugees exhibit a wide range of emotional reactions 
to these blatantly offensive stereotypes. Some feel angry while others 
do not. Their different ethnic origins, and to a lessor degree the differ-
ent places where they live, explain this variation.

Responses to Stereotypes

Cambodian and Hmong survey respondents rated their reactions to
three stereotypes: “An American who thinks Cambodians/the Hmong
eat dogs”; “An American who thinks Cambodians/the Hmong don’t
want to work”; and “An American who thinks Cambodians/the Hmong
should go back to Cambodia/Laos.” On a scale of 0 (not bothered) to 10
(extremely angry), all the numbers were chosen—and 10 percent of
respondents picked all 10s. Twenty-two percent, however, selected a
score of 0 for at least one of the three stereotypes. The refugees’ percep-
tions of anti-Asian stereotypes are clearly very nuanced and also vary by
ethnicity and place of settlement in the United States (see table 10.1).
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Table 10.1 Sensitivity to Anti-Asian Stereotypes, by Ethnicity and City, on
a Scale of 0 (Not Bothered) to 10 (Extremely Angry)

Hmong Cambodians

Eau Claire Milwaukee Rochester Chicago

“Eat dogs” 6.5a 6.0 6.1 4.7
“Should go back” 7.0 7.8a 7.1a 5.6
“Don’t want to work” 8.9a,b 8.5a,b 7.0 6.3

Mean score* 22.4a 22.3a 20.2a 16.6

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: N = 48 in Eau Claire, 49 in Rochester, 32 in Milwaukee, and 50 in Chicago.
*Scores range from 0 to 30 representing the sum of responses to all three stereotypes.
aSignificantly higher than Cambodians in Chicago (p < .05 or less).
bSignificantly higher than Cambodians in Rochester (p < .01).



a host society should be less sensitive to stereotypes because they feel
accepted. Having become a U.S. citizen (rather than remaining a perma-
nent resident) and identifying as a Christian (rather than with a home-
land religion) are good indicators of the refugees’ assimilation.

Even when controlling for variables suggested by ethnic competition
and assimilation theory, a multiple-regression analysis confirms the
important ethnic and urban differences in the refugees’ reactions to
stereotypes (see table 10.2). Living in a big city reduces anger at anti-Asian
stereotypes, whereas living in a small city increases their offensiveness.
But the most powerful variable explaining why some respondents are less
upset by stereotypes and others are very upset is being Cambodian or
Hmong. Another interesting finding is that refugees who have become
U.S. citizens are more offended by the prejudice shown by natives than
those who have not, the opposite of the pattern predicted by assimilation
theory.

An even more precise way of statistically verifying the relationships
among variables is to check for interaction effects, which means com-
bining two related independent variables into one. Since the Hmong
in both big and small cities have views of stereotypes much like those
of Cambodians in a small city, it is logical to disaggregate Cambodians
in a big city into a single variable. Thus, the variable “big city ×
Cambodian” compares the Cambodians in Chicago with all others (see
table 10.3).

This analysis confirms that Cambodians in Chicago are much less
angry about anti-Asian stereotypes even when taking into account other
factors such as years of U.S. education and having become a U.S. citizen.
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Table 10.2 Standardized OLS Coefficients for Regression of Stereotype-
Sensitivity Score on Ethnicity, City, and Other Variables

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Years of U.S. education .12 .05
Christian .02 −.08
U.S. citizen .16* .17*
Female .12
Big city −.16* −.13
Cambodian −.23**

R2 .01 .03 .02 .12**

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: N = 179
* p < .05; ** p < .01



Ironically, a separate analysis reveals that those Cambodians who iden-
tify themselves as Christian have almost identical responses to stereo-
types as those who identify as Buddhist, a testament to the enduring
influence of Buddhism in Cambodians’ ethnic origins even after con-
version. Whatever new religious name Cambodians give themselves,
their ethnic origins continue to minimize angry responses to stereo-
types, particularly when they live in a diverse urban pecking order.

Multiple-regression analysis is a sophisticated statistical technique
that can tell us with a high degree of confidence that Cambodians living
in a big city are much less upset by anti-Asian stereotypes than are the
Hmong in both big and small cities and Cambodians in small cities. But
the technique cannot explain why the Hmong have very similar views
of prejudice regardless of where they live whereas Cambodians vary
when they live in a big or small city. Qualitative data are needed to
answer that question. When I conducted follow-up interviews I asked
informants to explain why they picked particular numbers to represent
their reactions to stereotypes about their food, work ethic, and nativity.

“All the Hmong Suffer”

In Milwaukee, Sy explained how he carefully evaluated different forms
of native prejudice rather than just dismissing them all. Asked what he
thought about while picking numbers on the 0-to-10 scale, Sy answered:

I do have a friend who said, “Hmong people eat dogs.” I responded, “Not
me! Some people may say yes. What others say I don’t know.” So when I
picked that it was not for the Hmong as a group, it was for myself. So I
have not eaten dogs. But when I picked a few of the other numbers like
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Table 10.3 Standardized OLS Coefficients for Regression of Stereotype-
Sensitivity Score on Interaction of City and Ethnicity

Model 1 Model 2

Years of U.S. education .07
Christian −.10
U.S. citizen .14
Female .11
Big city × Cambodian −.28* −.27*

R2 .08* .11*

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: N = 179
* p < .001



differentiate the respondents who, for example, think that employers
would never or almost never mistreat members of their ethnic group
from those who think that discrimination would always or almost
always occur? An obvious explanation is having personally experienced
some form of institutional discrimination and survey respondents were
asked whether this had ever happened to them. In addition, ethnic-
competition theory predicts that discrimination-prevalence scores will
be higher among refugees with higher socioeconomic status. Years 
of U.S. education is a good measure of the refugees’ socioeconomic sta-
tus, since it is strongly correlated with their income (r = .32, p < .001) and
especially employment in laborer, production, service, technical service,
or professional jobs (r = .63, p < .001). Assimilation theory predicts that
scores will be lower among refugees who have become U.S. citizens (rather
than remain permanent residents) and have converted to Christianity
(rather than retain their traditional religion). Multiple-regression analy-
sis can determine the influence of each of these variables when holding
constant the others (see table 11.2).

Consistent with other research on perceived group discrimination
(Kleugel and Bobo 2001; Sizemore and Milner 2004), the Cambodians
and the Hmong who report having experienced some type of institu-
tional discrimination are much more likely to conclude that their ethnic
group faces a high level of unfair treatment. Similarly, the more years of
U.S. education the refugees have achieved the greater the prevalence of
institutional discrimination they believe occurs (Kleugel and Bobo [2001]
found the same pattern among Asians in Los Angeles). When other
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Table 11.1 Perceived Prevalence of Institutional Discrimination, by
Ethnicity and City, on a Scale of 0 (Never) to 10 (Always)

Hmong Cambodians

Eau Claire Milwaukee Rochester Chicago

By employers 7.2a 4.8 4.0 4.0
By landlords 7.0a 4.4 4.0 2.8
By police 6.5b 6.5b 4.3 3.9

Mean score* 20.7a 15.7b 12.3 10.7

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: N = 48 in Eau Claire, 48 in Rochester, 29 in Milwaukee, and 49 in Chicago
*Scores range from 0 to 30 representing the sum of responses to all three types of institu-
tional discrimination.
aSignificantly higher than Hmong in Milwaukee and Cambodians in Rochester and
Chicago (p < .001).
bSignificantly higher than Cambodians in Rochester and Chicago (p < .01 or less).



variables are controlled, there is no longer a statistically meaningful
correlation between years of U.S. education and perceptions of dis-
crimination because, consistent with ethnic-competition theory, more
educated respondents are more likely to report having been discrimi-
nated against. In addition, ethnicity and city size strongly influence how
the refugees think about unfair treatment even when they have or have
not been personally discriminated against by an employer, landlord, or
police officer. Cambodians tend to perceive less discrimination than the
Hmong, as do refugees living in big cities.

The importance of both ethnicity and city size for the refugees’ per-
ceptions of unfair treatment suggests that the effects of homeland history,
politics, and culture depend on the social structure in which they now live.
An interaction variable is an ideal measure of this possibility, since it com-
bines two related independent variables into one. Cambodians and the
Hmong perceive the most discrimination when they live in small cities.
The Hmong gave higher estimates than Cambodians for the frequency
of institutional discrimination. Therefore, it is reasonable to use the vari-
able “small city × Hmong” to contrast the views of Hmong refugees in
Eau Claire with all the other respondents.

Multiple-regression analysis confirms the explanatory power of the
interaction variable (see table 11.3). The marginality created by small-
town hate greatly increases feelings of being a target for the Hmong
because their ethnic origins already conceptualize boundaries as her-
metic and identities as polarized. Thus, immigrants’ ethnic origins inter-
act with their new social environments during their racial and ethnic
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Table 11.2 Standardized OLS Coefficients for Regression of Institutional-
Discrimination Score on Ethnicity, City, and Other Variables

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Discriminated against .32* .17*
Years of U.S. education .20* .08
Christian .11 −.07
U.S. citizen .05 .05
Female .07
Big city −.27**
Cambodian −.45**

R2 .11** .04* .02 .40**

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: N = 174
* p < .01; ** p < .001



adaptation. Being Cambodian or Hmong, and living with small-town
hate or within the urban pecking order, shapes how these newcomers
generalize about the likelihood of experiencing discrimination by
employers, landlords, and the police.

Ethnic Origins Filter Institutional
Discrimination

During follow-up interviews I asked informants why they chose partic-
ular numbers when answering the survey questions and discovered
how ethnic origins filter perceptions of institutional discrimination. In
fact, before I even began the follow-up interviews I noticed a surprising
pattern in how survey respondents answered the question “Have you
ever been treated unfairly by an American landlord, employer, or police
officer?” Seven Hmong respondents (but no Cambodian respondents)
answered no, but then described what they had heard from other mem-
bers of their ethnic group. Some commented specifically on the experi-
ences of their kin. In Eau Claire a Hmong man stated, “I haven’t had any
problems yet, but my relatives had an accident. When the police came
they only listened to the white person because they can speak and make
up a story.” Similarly, in Milwaukee a Hmong woman reported that she
had never been discriminated against but then added, “My sister had an
accident. It was not her fault but the officer gave her a ticket. It happened
in Stevens Point [Wisconsin].”

These statements indicate that some Hmong consider the discrimi-
natory experiences of others relevant to a question about their own

Institutional Discrimination 201

Table 11.3 Standardized OLS Coefficients for Regression of Institutional-
Discrimination Score on Interaction of City and Ethnicity

Model 1 Model 2

Discriminated against .19*
Years of U.S. education .11
Christian .01
U.S. citizen .10
Female .10
Small city × Hmong .58** .54**

R2 .33** .41**

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: N = 174
* p < .01; ** p < .001
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Table A.1 Social and Demographic Characteristics of Survey Sample, 
1996 to 1999

Hmong Cambodians

Mini- Maxi- Mini- Maxi-
Variable mum mum mum mum

Percentage foreign-born 100 — — 100 — —
Percentage living in 60 — — 50 — —

small city
Percentage male 49 — — 46 — —
Percentage never 18 — — 26 — —

married
Mean current age 36 18 76 39 18 70
Mean age at arrival 23 1 65 26 2 53
Mean years of U.S. 13 2 23 13 4 21

residence
Percentage U.S. citizens 44 — — 41 — —
Percentage Christian 34 — — 17 — —
Mean level of Englisha 2.0 0 3 1.9 0 3
Percentage speaking 8 — — 2 — —

no English
Percentage speaking 41 — — 24 — —

English very well
Mean years of U.S. 5.6 0 20 3.6 0 16

educationb

Percentage with no U.S. 42 — — 51 — —
education

Percentage with B.A. or 24 — — 6 — —
M.A. Degree

Mean occupational levelc 2.3 0 5 1.7 0 5
Percentage laborers 14 — — 18 — —
Percentage professionals 26 — — 8 — —

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: N = 80 Hmong, 99 Cambodians.
aRespondents’ self-designated level of proficiency: none (0), only a little, difficulty
speaking and make many mistakes (1), enough to make myself understood but still
make mistakes (2), speak very well, can almost always say what I mean (3).
bEducation in primary, middle, and high school in U.S., as well as two- and four-year
colleges, and graduate school. Excludes English as a Second Language classes.
cType of current job or last job if currently unemployed: never employed (0), laborer (1),
production (2), service (3), technical service (4), professional (5).
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Table A.2 Distribution by Neighborhood of Survey Sample in Chicago
and Milwaukee (as Percentage of Sample)

Neighborhood Cambodians Hmong

Chicago
Uptown 56 —
Albany Park 42 —
Other 2 —

Milwaukeea

Near North Side — 63
Near South Side — 22
Other — 13

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: N = 32 Hmong, 50 Cambodians
aData are missing for one respondent.

Table A.3 Distribution of Clans in Hmong Survey Sample (as Number of
Respondents)

Hmong Clansa Hmong

Xiong 20
Vang 16
Yang 14
Lee or Ly 9
Lor 6
Her 4
Moua 4
Thao 3
Vue 3
Cha 1

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: N = 80
aThe Xiong, Vang, and Yang clans are the three largest clans, in that order, in both Eau
Claire and Milwaukee (Hmong American Residence and Business Directory 1999).

me in person). Extending a technique used by Mary Waters (1990) to
understand how European Americans answer the U.S. census question
on ancestry, I used several of my survey questions as the outline for the
interviews. I asked each informant about her or his answers to some of
the closed-ended and open-ended survey questions and, if necessary, I
probed to determine what specific experiences were the basis for her or
his assessment of American race and ethnic relations. I intentionally
chose informants from both sexes, a range of age groups, and different
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Table A.4 List of Informants Interviewed, 1997 to 1999

Name Sex Ethnicity City Age Occupation

Buon F Khmer Chicago 40 Public school teacher
Carl M Khmer Rochester 24 Health program student
Cher F Hmong Milwaukee 37 Public school teacher
Chong M Hmong Eau Claire 37 Social-service worker
Chou F Hmong Eau Claire 35 Teacher’s aide
Elizabeth F Khmer Rochester 30 Health-care worker
Heng M Khmer Chicago 24 Fast-food worker
Kantal M Khmer Chicago 52 Social-service worker
Ka F Hmong Milwaukee 18 College student
Kelly F Hmong Milwaukee 31 Public school teacher
Kouy F Khmer Rochester 19 Unemployed
Margaret F Khmer Chicago 46 Public school teacher
Mee F Hmong Eau Claire 22 College student
Nao M Hmong Eau Claire 21 Sales representative
Phen M Khmer Rochester 29 Health-care worker
Rebecca F Khmer Rochester 30 Health-care worker
Robert M Hmong Eau Claire 31 Retail-store manager
Roun F Khmer Chicago 29 At-home mother of two
Samnang F Khmer Chicago 28 College student
Sokorn M Khmer Chicago 46 Factory worker
Sombat M Khmer Chicago 24 College student
Suom M Khmer Chicago 51 Factory worker
Sopot F Khmer Rochester 18 Factory worker
Sy M Hmong Milwaukee 34 Church pastor
Teng M Hmong Eau Claire 36 Factory worker
Yer M Hmong Milwaukee 19 College student
Ying M Hmong Milwaukee 34 Grocery-store owner
You F Hmong Eau Claire 20 Teacher’s aide

Source: Author’s compilation.

classes and have given each one a Khmer, Hmong, or American pseu-
donym depending on the real name they gave to the co-ethnic inter-
viewer at the time of the survey (see table A.4).

Peer-Group Conversations

Seven co-ethnic facilitators organized and moderated peer-group con-
versations for Cambodians in Rochester and Chicago, and for the Hmong
in Eau Claire and Milwaukee (see Gamson 1994 for an overview of the
peer-group methodology). Each facilitator recruited a minimum of four
and a maximum of five individuals, none of whom had taken part in the



survey nor the semistructured interviews. I stipulated that participants
not include close relatives or leaders of ethnic self-help associations, and
that separate peer groups be held for men and women. But I did not use
a quota system to determine whom they recruited as participants since,
as Gamson argues, selecting friends or acquaintances from similar back-
grounds promotes conversation. I did provide the facilitators with top-
ics and questions to initiate the discussion, which they tape-recorded.
Tables A.5, A.6, A.7, and A.8 provide background information on each
of the four peer-group conversations analyzed in this book. I have given
all participants a Khmer, Hmong, or American pseudonym depending
on the name they gave to their co-ethnic facilitator.
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Table A.5 Participant Characteristics of Cambodian Men’s Peer Group,
Chicago, 1997

Years in 
United 

Name Age States U.S. Education Current Occupation

Sarom 55 15 Associate’s Degree Retired
Khuon 55 15 In College College student
Chath 23 13 In College Computer consultant
Darith 41 11 ESL classes Real estate agent
Savuth 55 16 Associate’s Degree Retired

Source: Author’s compilation.
Notes: Facilitator: Self-employed male interpreter and translator, with B.A. degree

Location: Cambodian Association of Illinois
Language used by participants: Khmer

Table A.6 Participant Characteristics of Hmong Men’s Peer Group,
Milwaukee, 1999

Years in 
United 

Name Age States U.S. Education Current Occupation

Song 32 19 M.A. degree Social worker
Chai 36 19 M.A. degree Social worker
Dee 30 18 M.A. degree Accountant
Vue 42 16 —a Small-business owner

Notes: Facilitator: Male case worker at an ethnic nonprofit association, with M.A. degree
Location: Facilitator’s home
Language used by participants: Hmong

aInformation not provided by participant.
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Table A.7 Participant Characteristics of Cambodian Women’s Peer Group,
Rochester, Minnesota, 1999

Years in 
United 

Name Age States U.S. Education Current Occupation

Lakhena 26 16 Some college School counselor
Kristi 21 17 High school Food service
Sothy 20 16 Some college Salesperson
Sambo 29 18 Associate’s degree Medical technician
Sinath 25 —a Associate’s degree Data entry

Source: Author’s compilation.
Notes: Facilitator: Female health-care worker, with associate’s degree

Location: Facilitator’s home
Language used by participants: English

aInformation not provided by participant.

Table A.8 Participant Characteristics of Hmong Women’s Peer Group, 
Eau Claire, Wisconsin, 1999

Years in 
United 

Name Age States U.S. Education Current Occupation

Julie 39 19 B.A. degree Patient services
Mayseng 30 21 B.A. degree Teacher’s aide
Paly 25 19 B.A. degree Social worker
Kaolee 26 13 B.A. degree Small-business owner
Bao 24 5 None None

Source: Author’s compilation.
Notes: Facilitator: Female membership-services director at an American nonprofit 

association, with B.A. degree
Location: Hmong Mutual Assistance Association
Language used by participants: English and Hmong
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