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Passing of the Torch 

The passing of the torch signifies the passing over of ideas, stories, and beliefs to the next 

generation. For the Hmong people, our history has always seemed to define us. The tragic war, 

and its effects, of the twentieth century seemed to be the culmination of our long history of being 

unwanted. The horrendous crimes committed against our people would strip us of whatever pride 

we had left. And yet, we remain with our dignity intact. Even though our unfortunate history is 

the torch we have been given, our arrival in this nation has made it so the horizon that is freedom 

and opportunity finally seem reachable. No longer limited by the oppression of others, nor our 

restrictive traditions, we have seen more progress in our society in these 40 years than our entire 

history.  

Over 40 years ago, the first Hmong people arrived in the United States of America. For 

these fortunate few to set foot in the promised land, the land where the planes they saw flying 

above their heads came from, this was where their dreams could be realized. However, the 

transition from a society of nomadic people to a civilized nation like America would prove to be 

a difficult one. The Hmong seemed to struggle here more than ever. Poverty-stricken and 

working for the smallest of wages to feed a family of ten, was this truly the land of opportunity? 

Along with that was the struggle that came with being away from loved ones and their homeland, 

a sadness that has found its place in many of our songs. Not only was the transition a difficult 

one for the adults, but a traumatizing one for the youth. Minorities have always been on the 

receiving end of vicious racist attacks in this country, and the Hmong were no exception. As a 

result of both the intimidation of foreign faces and the ignorant insults of their neighbors, Hmong 

children found themselves isolated from others (Johnson). This effect seemed to ripple into the 



whole Hmong community as today the Hmong have formed tight-knit communities in 

concentrated areas in the U.S., and the St. Paul-Minneapolis area is perhaps the greatest 

testament to this statement. It is important to acknowledge the struggles of yesterday because 

they reveal to us the advancements of today. 

As our time in this country grew, so did our ability to integrate and fit in with society. 

Language is no longer a barrier because so many of our educators, students, and scholars have 

perfected the art of speaking Hmong and English. Hopelessness is no longer an option because of 

the strides we’ve made as a community in helping our fellow brothers and sisters. We have seen 

significant growth in the past 40 years, particularly when looking purely at the statistics between 

first- and second-generation Hmong-Americans. 15% of the first generation of Hmong students 

graduated from college, that number rose to 22% for the second generation. Even more 

impressive is the high school dropout rate, which decreased from 38% to 6% (Lee). These 

numbers may appear substandard, but to ignore this success is to ignore the efforts we've made 

as a community. These statistics prove our desire for change and improvement. They constitute 

our parent’s wishes for us to lead a better life than we would have had we been born in Laos or 

Thailand. That is the power of America, the power to transport a primitive people like we once 

were centuries into the future. However, being a high school senior preparing applications for 

colleges, I know better than anyone else that statistics and numbers do not reveal everything. For 

the Hmong people, it seems the passing of one challenge arises another. This generation knows 

that since we are the first to truly experience the fruits of this country, we must take advantage of 

every opportunity. However, when we try to compete with other children, particularly those who 

started much further ahead in life than we have, we find it difficult to keep up. Sometimes, it is 

as if we carry the hopes of all our ancestors on our young shoulders, but even to the sturdiest of 



us all, that weight becomes too much to bear. We forget that our parents do not speak English, 

and ask them for help in areas where they cannot provide it. We forget that we come from a low- 

income household and that our opportunities are not as vast as some of our friends. We forget 

that we live in two worlds that are constantly clashing, a world in which the young and old 

cannot see eye-to-eye. One sees the other as a limiting factor to the advancement of our people, 

yet neither sees their own flaws. The clash of traditionalism and modernism between our own 

people is perhaps our greatest challenge. The chances of success for those who have to endure all 

this are slim, and yet we have instilled into our brains that if we fail to attain the ever-fleeting 

goal of success, the efforts our parents made to get to this country were in vain. Before long, we 

find ourselves further and further from the dreams our parents dreamt (Xaykaothao). However, I 

believe we can overcome these new age problems that this generation faces. After all, we, as a 

people, have overcome countless boundaries and obstacles, and too often have our success been 

shrouded by the course of history. Let us celebrate the success of today and prepare for the 

challenges of tomorrow.  

Even as I highlight the struggles our young people face today, I nonetheless have nothing 

but high hopes and optimism for what the future holds. Even with all these drawbacks, as the 

children of today grow to become the leaders of tomorrow, I see a future in which there is an 

abundance of opportunities to rejoice in the success of our people. I see a future in which more 

and more Hmong politicians speak at our events, the smiling faces of parents who see their kids 

off to college, and the hard work we put in to better ourselves come to fruition. This unwavering 

diligence we possess, and have always possessed, will ultimately lead us forward with great 

success. The torch will burn brighter in this generation than it ever has, with our people finding 

success in industries once deemed too advanced for us. I have no doubt in my mind that this 



generation will surpass our fathers and mothers, and I know that our children will surpass us. The 

tides of history have turned and we will be catapulted to success because we are no longer 

chained by the shackles of oppression. To continue this passing of the torch, I have even more 

hope for the generation that follows.  
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