
1

Ethnic community organizations:
Fostering cultural identity and political participation among Cambodian and Mien youth

Soo Ah Kwon

January 2006
A paper for project on Southeast Asians and Visibility in Education in conjunction with Southeast Asian Resource
Center, Harvard Civil Rights Project, and Asian American Justice Center (formerly National Asian Pacific
American Legal Consortium)
____________________________________________________________________________

Abstract

This paper explores the role of ethnic community-based organizations (CBO)s in

fostering cultural identity, building intergenerational and cultural gaps, and providing

opportunities for political participation among second-generation Cambodian and Mien youth. It

focuses on the everyday practices and civic participation of these young people outside the

classroom to understand how they depend on resources and networks found their communities.

Although this paper focuses on the experiences of Cambodian and Mien youth in particular, it

situates their practices within the larger context of diverse ethnic groups in Oakland, California.

Background of Author

Soo Ah Kwon is an Assistant Professor of Asian American Studies and Human and Community

Development at the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign. She is currently spending a year

(2005-2006) as a post doctoral fellow at Teachers College, Columbia University. She received

her doctorate from the Social and Cultural Studies program at the University of California,

Berkeley’s Graduate School of Education. Her work explores youth organizing social change

practices at the intersection of youth cultural development and community development. She has

worked both as a researcher and youth organizer for Asian and Pacific Islander Youth Promoting

Advocacy and Leadership (AYPAL) in Oakland, California.



2

Background of Study and Methods

This study is based on a three-and-a-half year ethnography of Asian and Pacific Islander

Youth Promoting Advocacy and Leadership (AYPAL), a pan-ethnic community-based youth

collaborative that is made up of a six Asian and Pacific Islander (API) youth groups in Oakland,

California. It includes Cambodian, Chinese, Filipino, Korean, Laotian, Mien, Samoan, Tongan,

and Vietnamese youth, ages 14 to 18.  AYPAL started in the fall of 1998 and serves as the

umbrella organization that brings together six separate youth organizations that are housed in

local API community-based organizations in Oakland, including Asian Community Mental

Health Services (ACMHS), Filipinos for Affirmative Action (FAA), Korean Community Center

of the East Bay (KCCEB), Lao Iu Mien Cultural Association (LICMA), Oakland Asian Student

Educational Services (OASES), and Pacific Islander Kie Association (PIKA). Each group or

“site” operates separately on a day-to-day basis, but share a core-training curriculum and work

together on specific community organizing campaigns that they identify together as a group. As

an organization, AYPAL works toward accomplishing three overarching goals with their youth:

building youth groups, promoting youth civic participation and community leadership, and

promoting self and cross-cultural understandings.

As both a youth organizer and researcher for AYPAL, I was in a unique position to

closely examine the diverse experiences of second-generation youth in their community, schools,

and homes. In particular, I worked closest with the Cambodian youth of ACMHS and the Mien

youth of LIMCA, who are the focus of this study. As an ethnographer, I engaged in participant

observation of the everyday practices of youth in numerous settings including: youth group

meetings, cultural art classes, workshops, political rallies and protests, schools, homes,
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community forums and meetings, and meetings with elected officials.  I also conducted extensive

personal interviews with over 20 youth, which include oral histories of their families.  In

addition, I conducted 15 focus group interviews, totaling over 100 youth. My immersion in the

field has informed much of my research questions underscoring the importance of ethnographic

research.

My use of ethnography is an attempt to give voice and agency to Cambodian and Mien

youth.  By examining the everyday experiences of these young people, my purpose is show how

their social practices shed light on public policies that affect Southeast Asian groups.  As Carol

Stack (2001) argues, ethnography allows us to move from understanding and respecting the

variety of human experiences to the arena of social public policy. Although there is growing

literature on the experiences of Cambodians in the United States (Chan & Kim 2003, Ong 2003),

very few pertain to the Mien people. This study brings to the forefront the experiences of

marginalized Southeast Asian groups, particularly second-generation Cambodian and Mien

youth.

Situating Southeast Asians in Oakland

Oakland is an urban city located in the San Francisco Bay Area and is noted for its rich

racial and ethnic diversity. Accordingly, the 2000 Census reports African Americans (33.9

percent) as the largest racial group, followed by Whites (25.2 percent), Hispanics/Latinos (21.2

percent), Asians (15.3 percent), Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander (0.5 percent), and

lastly American Indians (0.4 percent of the population).1  The Asian and Pacific Islander

community combined makes up 15.8 percent of Oakland’s population, representing a diversity of

ethnic groups including Chinese, Vietnamese, Filipino, Cambodian, Laotian, Japanese, Korean,

1Source:  U.S. Census 2000 Summary File 1 (SF 1) 100-Percent Data.
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South Asians, and Tongans in respective order.2 Not only are Asians and Latinos the fastest

growing populations in Oakland, they are the fastest growing population in the United States.

(Younis 1998; Portes & Rumbaut 2001; Hamamoto & Torres 1996).3

California is home to the largest Southeast Asian population in the nation, many who

have fled as a result of war and persecution in their homelands. A large portion of Cambodian

and Mien have settled in urban and rural areas throughout California including Oakland (see

Table 1).4 Approximately a quarter million people of Cambodian ancestry live in the United

States. Cambodians came to live in the Oakland via refugee camps in Thailand. Many were

survivors or escapees of the atrocities of the Khmer Rouge during 1975-1979. The forces of the

Khmer Rogue, led by Pol Pot, sought to turn Cambodia into an instant agrarian utopia. They

persecuted many of the elite and educated class while forcing thousands of others to work in

brutal labor camps.  More than 1.5 million people were killed or died during this period (Chan &

Kim 2003).

Table 1: Demographics by race alone or in any combination with one or more other categories of
the same race: Census 2000

Cambodian Laotian* Vietnamese Total
population

U.S. Total Population 212,633 196,893 1,212,465 281,421,90
6

California Total Population 85,431 65,995 483,676 33,871,648
Oakland Total Population 3,495 2,781 9,285 399,477
 % of population with bachelor's

degrees >25 years old
3.1 <1

(0.008)
11.3 17.6

 % of population with income
below poverty level in 1999

49.7 37.0 37.1 19.4

Source: US Census 2000 Summary File 4 (SF 4)-Sample Data

2 Source: US Census 2000 Summary File 2 (SF2) 100-Percent Data.
3 Asians and Latinos will account for more than half the growth of the U.S. population in the next fifty years. See
Hanamoto & Torres, 1996.  In Oakland, Asians and Latinos were the fastest growing population from 1980-1990,
See Younis, 1998.
4 Although I provide information for Vietnamese population, I do not refer to them in my report as it focuses on the
Cambodian and Mien population.
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*Numbers do not reflect ethnic sub-groups of Laos. The main ethnic group from Laos that live in Oakland are the
Mien people. The Lao Iu Mien Cultural Center or LIMCA in Oakland estimates about 30,000 Mien living in the
United States and approximately 5,000 in Oakland.

Although ethnic sub-groups among Laotians are not reported in the census, the largest

makeup of Laotians in Oakland is the Mien people. The Mien are a traditional ethnic minority

tribe of China, many who as a result of ethnic persecution have fled to other areas throughout

Asia. Most of the Mien first-generation who live in Oakland today came from the hills of Laos

via refugee camps in Thailand as a direct result of U.S. intervention in the civil wars of Laos

during the 1970s (Chan 1994; Hein 1995). Thousands of  Mien families, many who walked on

foot in dangerous conditions, to flee a war torn Laos and settle in refugee camps in Thailand

before coming to the United States. It is estimated that approximately 30,000 Mien refugees

living in the United States and approximately 5,000 reside in Oakland (Banarjee 2000).

As a result of the traumas of war, violence, and dislocation, many Cambodian and Mien

refugees suffer from psychological and physical difficulties in their day-to-day lives.  In addition

to the difficulties of adapting from a traditional agrarian way of life to modern city life, they also

suffer from poverty, crime, and deteriorating schools that are found in inner cities such as

Oakland.

Oakland has a history of racial and economic disparities between Whites and minorities.

According to the 2000 Census, almost 20 percent of the general Oakland population lives below

the poverty line.5 That is higher than 18.8 percent in 1990 and 16.5 percent in 1980. Yet the

mean household income for Whites nearly doubled that of African Americans between 1980-

1990.6 The immigrant population disproportionately suffers from poverty. Particularly, Southeast

5 In general, the population of Oakland earns $7,438 below the California median household income.  The median
household income in California in 1999 was $47,493, whereas the median household income in Oakland was
$40,055.
6 The mean household income for African Americans grew from $16,908 to $28,439 while for Whites it rose from
$27,534 to $48,097.  See Younis, p.229.
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Asian refugees are the poorest. The 2000 Census reveals that almost half the Cambodian

population and approximately 37 percent of Laotians live below the poverty line. A large number

of them are dependent on welfare, and suffer from poor and crowded housing (Younis 1998)

The Southeast Asian population is also fairing poorly in education. Only 3.1 percent of

Cambodians and less than 1 percent of Laotians have received a bachelor's degree. At University

of California-Berkeley, although Asian Americans make up 41 percent of the student population,

the Cambodian and Laotian student population is so negligible that they are counted as “Other

Asians” and it is estimated that their actual numbers are less than 50 students.7 These numbers

validate claims of scholars, practitioners, and activists that the experiences of Southeast Asian

groups do not fit the story of academic and economic success that is purported in the “model

minority” myth of Asians (Um 2003).  In a report on the educational experiences of Southeast

Asian college students, Khatharaya Um (2003) describes the structural challenges students face

including poverty, dysfunctional families, and racism that work to undermine their educational

attainment. Little access to support and resources, stereotyping, and discrimination are barriers

that seriously limit young people educational success.

Despite their circumstances, many Cambodian and Mien youth are active participants of

civic life in Oakland. They are part of the vibrant diversity that makes up the fabric of Oakland

neighborhoods and public schools. Cambodians and Mien students make up the third and fourth

largest Asian language group in Oakland Unified School District (OUSD) public schools (see

Tables 2 and 3).8 Considering that almost half of the Cambodian and Mien population are 17

years old or younger, (see Table 4) these young people have tremendous potential to overturn the

educational and economic marginalization of their communities.

7 A total of 23, 206 undergraduate students were enrolled at UC Berkeley in fall 2003. See http://osr4.berkeley.edu/.
Also see Um, 2003.
8 Source: Oakland Unified School District Asian & Pacific Islander Education Task Force Year End Report 2002.
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Table 2: Oakland Unified School District (OUSD) student population 1998

Student Percent

African American 49.5
Hispanic/Latino 24.7
Asian and Pacific Islander 17.7

 Asians  15.8
 Pacific Islanders  1.1
 Filipino  0.8

White 5.8
Other 3.0
Source: Focus 1999-2000, OUSD Report and Oakland Unified School District Asian & Pacific
Islander Education Task Force Year End Report 2002.

Table 3: Largest Asian language groups in OUSD

Language Number of Students
 Cantonese 3038
 Vietnamese 1658
 Khmer 1316
 Mien 985

Source: Oakland Unified School District Asian & Pacific Islander Education Task Force Year
End Report 2001.

Table 4: Youth population under 17 years of age in Oakland: Census 2000

Population under 17 years of age Percent

All Oakland youth 99,759 25

Asian and Pacific Islander 17,482 25.1
 Cambodian 1,485 45.9
 Laotian 1,399 43.6
 Vietnamese 9,658 30.0

Source: “Under the Microscope: Asian and Pacific Islander Youth in Oakland.” Asian/Pacific Islander Youth Violence Prevention Center and
National Council on Crime and Delinquency. June 2003. Oakland, California.
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In the following sections, I describe in ethnographic detail how CBOs provide alternative

cultural spaces for positive development among second-generation Cambodian and Mien youth

in three critical ways. First, they foster positive ethnic and cultural identity among young people

in ethnic specific CBOs which act as their home base. Second, CBOs allow youth to bridge

intergenerational and cultural gaps through an understanding of their cultural and political

histories. Third, CBOs such as AYPAL with an explicit goal of promoting social justice and

commitment to community organizing provides young people an opportunity to mobilize for

social change. The paper concludes with the implications of this study and recommendations for

Southeast Asian youth, in light of the findings.

Importance of cultural identity

CBOs such as LIMCA and ACMHS, two groups within the AYPAL collaborative, offer

Cambodian and Mien youth a space that is different from their homes and schools. Many youth

find comfort in a place where fellow peers and adults of their ethnicity can gather and share

similar experiences of growing up as second-generation youth in Oakland.  Specifically, these

ethnic specific CBOs allow Cambodian and Mien youth to develop positive ethnic and cultural

identities in their own groups.

LIMCA9 is an important ethnic and cultural space for the Mien people in Oakland and the

Bay Area (Pimentel 2000; Banarjee 2000).  Formed in 1982 by local Mien community leaders to

cater to the cultural and ethnic needs of the Mien people in the community, LIMCA has been a

vital source of information and resource for Mien refugees. For many of the young people who

attend weekly LIMCA youth meetings, their involvement is based on particular family, ethnic,

9 Although as implied in the title, Lao Iu Mien Culture Center (LIMCA) was created to serve the Laotian and Mien
community, most of the people that are involved in the organization or those who seek their resources are Mien.
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and peer-based networks within the Mien community.  For example, May,10 who is a distant

cousin of Pham (the adult Mien coordinator for LIMCA) comes to the meetings with three

younger sisters, who in turn bring five of their friends from school.  May explained her

involvement:

The reason why I worked at LIMCA was because I could relate to the people here more
because at school I don’t have no real Mien friends. I’ve been closer to the people that’s here,
and they’re basically like my family or something, ‘cause we do everything together and
stuff.

May’s sentiment is echoed by other Mien youth who find comfort in a community space that is

uniquely made up of other second-generation Mien youth.

Similarly, ACMHS—a large non-profit direct services organization for the entire Asian

community—acts as the parent organization for the Cambodian youth of AYPAL.  Many of the

Cambodian youth also become involved with the ACMHS youth organizing group because of

family ties and friendship networks. For example, three of Chorn’s siblings are participants of

ACMHS along with their friends, whom he refers to as “cousins” because of their close ties of

growing up together in the same neighborhood of West Oakland. They are drawn to a

community organization that provides them with a space to interact with other Cambodian youth

and they comment on the importance of maintaining their ethnic identity, particularly at school

where other students are unfamiliar with Cambodians.  Chenda said, “When I tell them that I am

Cambodian, they be like, ‘What kind of race is that? I never heard of that.’” Chenda identifies

positively with her Cambodian identity. Other Cambodian youth in the group express similar

“Khmer Pride” which is often written on backpacks and notebooks.

AYPAL pays attention to the salience of racial and ethnic identity in young people’s lives

and allow Cambodian and Mien youth to develop positive ethnic and cultural identity in their

10 All names of individuals are pseudonyms.
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own ethnic specific CBOs.  They learn about their cultural history through workshops, field trips,

and ethnic specific site based projects. Such projects include: a youth produced documentary on

the Mien people of Oakland, an annual parent-youth conference for Mien community, and a play

performed by Cambodian youth on the Khmer Rouge.  Cultural art classes teach traditional Mien

and Cambodian dances which are performed for the community. The Cambodian youth also have

performed at their local high school as part of the Cambodian New Year. The importance of

young people’s ethnic identity is validated in these activities that give them the opportunities to

explore their cultural heritage.

Bridging inter-generational and cultural gaps

Ethnic specific CBOs teach youth the political history of their parents’ homeland, which

are often silenced in their families and virtually invisible at school, allowing Cambodian and

Mien youth to bridge inter-generational and cultural gaps.  Many second-generation youth of

AYPAL describe frequent misunderstandings and confrontations with their parents as a leading

source of stress in their lives. For some of these young people, this stems from their lack of

knowledge about the experiences of their parents in their homeland and the conditions of war

that led them to the United States as refugees. For example, many Cambodian refugees suffer

from post-traumatic stress disorder as a result of the atrocities of the Khmer Rouge and often do

not want to communicate their experiences with their children.  Additionally, many of the youth

note that the only time their parents bring up their homeland experiences is when they want to

“guilt trip” them. As one Cambodian youth stated, “they always try to lecture us by saying things

like, oh do you know how hard it was for us to get here, so we can raise you guys to be good?”

Yet through cultural history workshops and projects such as producing a play based on
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experiences of the Khmer Rouge and Mien video project, young people begin to see the past

struggles of their parents, which allows for deeper understanding of their parents’ present lives in

the United States. For Mien youth, an oral history video project allowed them to piece together

the individual stories that many of them grew up hearing in a historical context.  In addition to

interviewing their parents and community leaders, they learned about the Laotian civil war and

the secret bombings of Laos. Faum, a Mien AYPAL youth notes, “I knew there was a war, but I

didn’t know what kind of war, or with who.” In these respective projects, youth understand the

political conditions that pushed their parent to come to the U.S. as refugees as well as the

difficulties they face in their daily lives as immigrants here.  Ethnic specific projects based in

CBOs provide youth with a space to explore these pertinent cultural and political histories, which

are often ignored in school and unspoken about in their homes.

Moreover, youth refer to the influence of adult staff members that are able to relate to

them culturally. For the Mien youth, they depend on Pham, the LIMCA adult coordinator to act

as intermediaries and foster inter-generational bonds between young people and their refugee

parents.  Pham was born in a refugee camp in Thailand but grew up in Oakland and attended the

same school many of the Mien youth attend today. Pham elaborates on how her personal

experiences allow her to understand young people’s difficulties with their parents. She stated:

I think the part that I like most [about working at AYPAL] is when I am working with the
kids. Because a lot of times I watch them and I sort of think, god, I was like this at one
point...Mien kids are kinda different from other kids because basically their family
structures are totally different from other [Asian groups]…Mien parents are not that
affectionate, they don’t show their love the way a Filipino family would be more likely to
do. So it’s like getting the kids to understand their parents, trying to make them see things
the way their parents would see it [and] would approach things...[Also] I think they might
be dealing with different things in each different generation, but I’m sure they still go
through the same problems that I went through.
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Mien youth see Pham as someone who straddles both generations, someone who is able to

understand their experiences as second-generation Mien youth, as well as explain their

parents’ perspectives.  In turn, parents recognize adult organizers as members of the

community and promote their children’s participation in AYPAL.

Political youth organizing campaigns

Beyond developing positive ethnic identity and pan-ethnic collaborations, CBOs such as

AYPAL nurture young people’s participation in civic and political efforts for social change.

AYPAL provides a space for youth to articulate and identify problems they see in their schools,

homes, and communities.  But youth do not stop there. They are guided by AYPAL staff to solve

for these problems through the medium of community organizing campaigns. In this process,

youth begin to understand the structural conditions of social inequalities that shape their lives.

Throughout the years, AYPAL youth have organized several successful political

organizing campaigns. They include: pressuring the Oakland Unified School Board for an ethnic

studies curriculum to be taught in high schools; creating district-wide school reform that

addressed over 420 formal student grievance complaints; convincing local city council members

to increase programming and staff at neighborhood recreation centers; and working with a local

congresswoman to sponsor a bill in congress that would end deportations of legal immigrants.11

11 AYPAL youth organized a campaign to pressure Congresswoman Barbara Lee to cosponsor HR 3309, “Keeping
Families Together Act of 2003, into congress in their efforts to repeal the Illegal Immigration Reform and
Immigrant Responsibility Act of 1996. The law now allows for the deportation of refugees and legal immigrants
without citizenship to their country of origin.
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AYPAL, along with a network of multi-racial youth organizing groups in the Bay Area, also

successfully stopped the expansion of juvenile hall in their neighborhood.

Implications and Recommendations

In their participation in community organizing efforts, second-generation Cambodian and

Mien youth directly overturn dominant ideologies of today’s youth as apathetic, self-absorbed,

and apolitical—revealing a different perspective of youth as political subjects. They challenge

dominant “model minority” stereotypes that portray all Asian American students as academically

successful “nerds” unwilling to challenge the status quo (Chun 1980, Lee 1996).

The active participation of Cambodian and Mien youth in their communities and schools

offer alternative discourses and representations of Southeast Asian youth.  At the most basic

level, they overturn dominant representation of youth as apathetic and irresponsible and posit

youth as active political subjects who are leading efforts for social change in their communities.

Specifically, this study reveals how Cambodian and Mien youth are vital participants of civic

and democratic life.  This is in direct contrast to images of the model minority that stereotypes all

Asian students as academically successful and unlikely to engage in oppositional politics.  These

students challenge every notion of Asian youth as quiet, submissive, and unwilling to speak out

for their rights.

The conditions of poverty and low educational attainment among Cambodian and Mien

populations also dispel the myth of the model minority. Although the processes of racial

formation in the United States affect Southeast Asians in contradictory ways.  As Asians, they

are part of the “model minority,” yet as dominant images of Southeast Asian refugees as poor

and dependent on welfare prevail, they are also associated as the “underclass.” Aihwa Ong

(2003) argues that the racial positioning of Southeast Asian refugees is aligned closer to that of
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African Americans on the black and white spectrum of U.S. racial hierarchy.  Moreover, young

Southeast Asians face similar forms of discrimination that other “youth of color” face; they are

often viewed as violent, criminal, and in need of social control measures (Males 1999). Neither

of these frameworks allow for a Southeast Asian political subjectivity. This study counters such

claims and points to the importance of understanding second-generation youth political identity

and how this is developed in relationships to local CBOs.

Practitioners, policy makers, and academics must pay attention to the importance of

nurturing young people’s relationship to CBOs.  We must recognize the role of ethnic specific

CBOs to promote youth development and facilitate youth political and civic participation. Ethnic

specific CBOs provide alternative spaces that lie outside of the confines and controls of school

and parental authority. They allow youth to develop cultural and political identities that are often

ignored in other aspects of their lives.  Particularly, CBOs such as AYPAL that have explicit

goals to promote young people’s cultural history and political activism provide a venue for

second-generation Cambodian and Mien youth to navigate both dominant social and political

systems while remaining connected to their ethnic and cultural heritage. More policy measures

and programs must recognize the valuable resources found in ethnic CBOs and promote

programs that nurture young people’s efforts to actively engage in U.S. democratic life.

REFERENCES

Banarjee, Neela (2000). Lao Iu Mien Culture Center Breaks Ground. Asian Week. October 27-
Novemeber 2.

Chan, Sucheng (1994). Hmong Means Free: Life in Laos and America. Philadelphia: Temple
University Press.

Chan, Sucheng. & Audrey Kim (2003). Not Just Victims. Urbana: University of Illinois Press.



15

Chun, Ki Tae (1980). The Myth of Asian American Success and Its Educational Ramifications.
IRCD Bulletin (Winter/Spring), 1-12.

Hamamoto, Darrell & Rodolfo D. Torres, editors (1996). New American Destines: A reader in
 contemporary Asian and Latino immigration. New York: Routledge.

Hein, Jeremy (1995). From Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia: A Refugee Experience in the United
States.  New York: Twayne Publishers.

Lee, Stacey (1996). Unraveling the "Model Minority” Stereotype. New York: Teachers College.

Males, Males (1998). Framing youth: Ten myths about the next generation. Monroe: Common
Courage Press.

Ong, Aihwa (2003). Buddha is Hiding.  Berkeley: University of California Press.

Pimentel, Benjamin (2000).  Mien refugees start Center in Oakland. SanFrancisco Chronicle
(24 October).

Portes, Alejandro & Ruben Rumbaut (2001). Legacies: The Story of the Immigrant Second
Generation. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Stack, Carol B. (1997). Beyond What Are Given as Givens: Ethnography and Critical Policy
Studies. In Ethos 25(2): 191-207.

Um, Katharaya (2003). A Dream Denied: Educational Experiences of Southeast Asian American
Youth.  Washington DC: Southeast Asia Resource Action Center.

Younis, Mona (1998). San Antonio and Fruitvale. In Cityscape: A Journal of Policy
Development and Research. 4(2):221-244.


