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Jane Hamilton—Merritt

An Evaluation of Her Scholarly Work

As an anthropologist specializing in mainland Southeast Asia, and specifically the
ethnic minorities of the region, I address primarily Jane Hamilton-Merritt's scholarly
and popular writings on the Hmong people, leaving aside her several popular children’s
books but taking some note of her other work on Thai Buddhism. Hamilton-Mermmitt
has a joint appointment in History and Journalism, and so may be evaluated in regard
1o both fields: she identifies herself as an expert in Southeast Asian Studies and so may
also be evaluated in terms of areal expertise.

CONTRIBUTION TO THE FIELD

Hamilton-Merritt does not participate in the activities of the primary U.S.
professional organization in the field of Asian Studies, the Association of Asian Studies
(she is not currently even a member); neither, according to her c.v., does she present
papers to annual scholarly meetings of that association or other Asian Studies groups.
Her c.v. indicates that she is a member of the Society of Professional Journalists, but it
does not describe any participation in or contribution to their programs of activites.
There is no indication that Hamilton-Merritt is active in the American Historical
Association, the Oral History Association, or other professional scholarly organizations
in the field of History. She appears never to have published any articles or reviews 1o
scholarly journals of any discipline, refereed or not, nor (according to her c.v.) does
she contribute to those fields through other professional activities such as reviewing
grant applications, reviewing manuscripts, or engaging in public debate with other
specialists.

REPUTATION IN THE FIELD

Among specialists in Southeast Asian Studies who are familiar with her work,
Hamilton-Merritt’s primary reputation is not as a scholar but as an advocate—and, 1n
many eyes, an advocate whose credibility and effectiveness are both limited. She
engages in only minimal professional or scholarly colloquy with experts in the field (as
noted above), and by consequence her reputation is modest. Many of those Asian
Srudies scholars who do know her personally or know of her work are vaniously
amused or astonished by her claim to be an expert in the field, in view of her absence
of any formal training in the region or subjects about which she writes, and her very
limited participation in professional activities in the Asian Studies field. Hamulton-
Merritt’s primary claim to academic credibility in the field of Southeast Asian Studies
is a diploma-mill Ph.D. from an institution that provides no formal instruction and
numbers no area specialists on its staff. I cannot speak to her reputation among
Historians or Journalists.



CALIBER OF HER PUBLICATIONS, INCLUDING THE DEGREE OF ORIGINALITY OF HER
WORK

Hamilton-Merritt has never published a scholarly article in a refereed journal,
contributed a chapter to a refereed scholarly book, or otherwise published works of
scholarship except for two books: A Meditator’s Diary (1976) and Tragic Mouniains:
The Hmong, The Americans, and the Secrei Wars for Laos 1942-1992 (1992). There is
no question about the originality of her work; indeed, the more relevant question is not
whether it draws too heavily on previous work but whether it adequately reflects
sufficient knowledge of the prior work of others (see below). The first book, a journal
of the author’s experience with Thai Buddhism addressed to a popular and academic
readership, has been translated into several languages, but database searches of the Arts
and Humanities Citation Index and Social Sciences Citation Index show that it is almost
never cited or otherwise employed by scholars writng about Thailand, Buddhism, or
meditation. A non-exhaustive search of book review indices and Asian Studies
bibliographies suggests that the book was not reviewed by scholarly journals (save a
capsule review of a translated German edition, in Zeitschrift fur Religions-und
Geistesgeschichte 36[1984], 86-87). The Tragic Mountains book, discussed more fully
below, has not yet been reviewed by any scholarly journal; nor does it seem to have
been reviewed by the New York Times Book Review, Washington Post Book Review,
New York Review of Books, Times Literary Supplement, ot other popular book
publications.

QUALITY OF THE SCHOLARSHIP

The author's primary effort at scholarship is her recent bock, Tragic Mouniains.
Presented by the author as a work of History (pp. xix, xx) and marketed as such by its
publisher, the book does not come close to satisfying the intellectual and professional
canons and standards of that discipline. I rely here on the Statement on Standards of
Professional Conduct of the American Historical Association (as amended May 1990
[1992}), that organization’s Stazemens on Interviewing for Historical Documentation
(May 1989 [1992]), and the Goals and Guidelines of the Oral History Association
(1968{19891), as well as other writings on historography, methodology, and source
criticism. I bring my own knowledge of the historical, ethnographic, and area studies
literature to bear on the task of evaluating whether her book is credible, reliable, and
well-argued, taking the professional standards of History as the basis for organizing the
following discussion.

The prerequisite for a work to be considered as a credible work of History is
that its claims and evidence be subject to scrutiny by other historians: “a fundamental
canon in the use of historical evidence is that it be capable of being verified or
falsified...” according to a prominent oral historian (Henige 1980:184). This principle
is embodied in the AHA’s Srandards in several places: “Historians should carefully
document their findings and thereafter be prepared to make available to others their
sources, evidence, and data, including the documentation they develop through
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interviews™ (AHA 1992:5; cf. pp. 6, 25-27). Further, professional practice imposes
certain unspecified but commonly accepted standards for proper citation of the sources
of evidence so that other historians may locate materials cited. Hamilton-Memitt's
Tragic Mountains cannot satisfy the prerequisite of verifiability for several reasons:

1) Throughout, both informants/interviewees and historical actors are
identified with pseudonyms or nicknames and their true identity is disguised.
In some cases this is done even when the actors are already publicly identified
with their actions. It is thus impossible in many cases to know who provided
interview-based data or to know in some cases whose actions are being
recounted: these data are consequently unverifiable and of lintle or no
evidentiary value from the standpoint of accepted historical methodology.

2) Footnotes and other citations of sources do not allow specific information to
be related to a specific identifiable and locatable source. Footnotes never refer
to specific interviews by date but only by month or year, and often to
“numerous” interviews “over the years™; locations of interviews are
inadequately described (“France,” “California,” “telephone interview™).
Interviews are not identified by tape number, transcript number, page number,
etc. If the source of information cannot be identified, the information cannot

readily be verified.

3) There is no indication that the author has deposited notes, documents, and
interview tapes and transcripts in any public archive where they may be
examined by other scholars. Even if this may have been done, or it is the
author’s intention to do so at some future time, accepted standards of historical
practice require that these arrangements be described in the historical work
itself so that other researchers do not have to undertake detective work simply
to find out where to look for matenals.

Admittedly, the nature of the subjects about which Hamilton-Merritt writes
(specifically, the past or present CIA affiliation of a number of actors and informants
and the ongoing illegal activities of the Lao resistance terrorists) imposes particular
problems with confidentiality and the protection of the identities of certain persons (1-3
above). This problem, however, is quite fully discussed among Historians, and among
Oral Historians in particular; there are several well-accepted solutions to the problem
of protecting confidentiality while also facilitating verification by other scholars. Tapes
and other interview malterials may be deposited in archives under seal until some future
date; actors may be identified by pseudonyms with a key to their identities deposited
under seal; material obtained under conditions of confidentiality may be used as “deep
background™ for other information that can be identified and made available. Although
admittedly imperfect, such arrangements demonstrate an attempt to balance
confidendality and verifiability. They must, however, be clearly described in the work
that employs such sources so that it is clear to readers exactly what limits there are on
verifiability. In the present case, however, Hamilton-Merritt does not indicate that she



has made any attempt to make materials available, now or in the future, openly or
under restricted circumstances. This suggests that she may be unwilling to allow her
historical interpretations to be subjected to the primary test of verification and
validation. As Henige notes, “no scholar has the right to seek both the approval of his
peers and immunity from any criticism based on their familiarity with his sources”
(1982:124).

The book fails the test of verifiability for several other reasons, relating to the
author's failure to provide sources or citations for crucial elements of her argument :

4) Footnotes are very sparse; long sections of narrative have no source(s) cited
yet recount conversations (in the form of direct quotes), the thoughts of
historical actors, and other detailed information that is not identified with any
source(s). As the AHA points out, “we depend on footnotes to validate
evidence™ (1992:18); Hamilton-Merritt's footnotes are generally too few—and
when present inadequately specific—to allow us to do so.

5) Crucial aspects of Hamilton-Merritt’s argument depend on allegations made
with absolutely no primary evidence to support them. Examples are legion:
numerous population figures are given with no supporting documentation (p.
303, p. 403, p. 448, p. 503; some are presented as Hamilton-Merritt’s figures
and others are the unsupported allegations of others; compare also Hamilton-
Mermitt's use of very divergent figures in her previous publications and
congressional testimony); the alleged Killing of pro—democracy demonstrators
in Xieng Khouang is unattested in any credible source (p. 500); the existence
of a Hmong alphabet suppressed by the Chinese is apocryphal (p. 5); the claim
that “most”™ or “the majority of” Hmong supported the French and Americans
is unsupportable (pp. 4546, p. xvii); the claim that POW “survivors were
captured and kept as prisoners” is pure speculation (p. 186). In some cases,
Hamilton-Merritt can provide no evidence because the facts are simply wrong
or invented: she claims that Phoumi Vongvichit (then President of Laos) was a
guest at a July 4th, 1990 party at the home of the U.S. chargé d’affaires in
Vientiane:; she mistakes him for Phoun Sipraseuth, the Foreign Minister, who
did attend (1 also attended the party so I know first-hand that Phoumi did not).

Underlying Hamilton-Merritt’s charges of genocide directed against the
Hmong by the Lao government is a very crucial allegation that sometime in
early May 1975, Phoumi Vongvichit “announced on national radio that the
Hmong must be ‘taken out at the roots’” (p. 337). Elsewhere, relying ona
1981 letter from Vang Pao to Alexander Haig, Hamilton-Merritt recounts a
strikingly similar threat: ““The Pathet Lao had threatened to wipe out the
Hmong ethnic tribe once they were in power....the Pathet Lao News Bulletin
in May 9, 1975...stated that “the Hmong are the sole enemies of the Pathet
Lao...such an ethnic group must be destroyed and all roots must be pulled
up™’™ (p. 424). Whether this is one event or two, Hamilton-Merritt provides
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no primary source citation whatsoever, nor does she refer to any publicly
available secondary source, The only citation is to a letter written six years
after the alleged event, and thus of less evidentiary value than a similar
secondary source roughly contemporaneous with the alleged event(s) might
possibly be; in any case no archival location for the letter is provided to permit
its examination. While proving a negative is impossible, and thus I cannot say
with absolute certainty that no such broadcast was made or Bulletin published,
an exhaustive search of the Foreign Broadcast Information Service Daily
Reports, Joint Publicarion Research Services Repors, and BBC Summary of
World Broadcasts for the months from April to June 1975 shows absolwely no
evidence to suppor this allegation.

Moreover, the public record instead suggests the unlikelihood of any such
blanket threat—all contemporaneous broadcasts, speeches, and statements of
the Pathet Lao and Phoumi Vongvichit are careful to distinguish a very small
handful of named individuals as the subjects of threats, not a group or class.
In the early part of May, Phoumi was acting as host to the King and Queen of
Laos during a visit to Viengsay in the liberated zone; it is highly unlikely that
he would have taken the occasion to threaten a group of Lao citizens. From
May 7 unti] the end of the month he was in Vientiane as the highest NLHX
official in the coalition government, the PGNU, Pathet Lao Radio was
broadcast from Viengsay so he could not have been on the radio after May 7.
In any case, it is not the obligation of a skeptic to prove a negative but the
obligation of the Historian to prove her allegations affirmatively; this has not
been done. As Fischer points out, “the burden of proof, for any historical
assertion, always rests upon its author. Not his critics, not his readers, not his
graduate students, not the next generation” (Fischer 1970:63).

The issue of proper citation, adequate supporting documentation, and the
verifiability of the author’s claims takes on particularly urgency in the present instance
because in numerous instances where historical evidence is readily available, it falsifies
Hamilton-Merritt’s account or interpretation rather than validating it. In some cases,
admittedly, this is a matter of conflicting evidence, where Hamilton-Merritt bases a
claim on one piece of evidence which is belied by the preponderance of other available
information. Certainly, were there not room for legitimate disagreement about the
interpretation of historical events and the comparative evaluation of conflicting
evidence, there would be little for Historians to do. But the question is whether
Hamilton-Merritt satisfies the AHA's Standards to recognize “one’s own bias and...to
follow sound method and analysis wherever they may lead™ (1992:5). Specifically, for
AHA, integrity “demands disclosure of all significant qualifications of one’s
arguments” (1992:5). By this test Hamilton-Merritt falls far short.

Rather than detailing the numerous instances where Hamilton-Merritt makes
assertions belied by the preponderance of evidence but supported by some evidence she
may have available (even if she rarely provides it or a citation to it), I concentrate on



those where she makes the more egregious mistake of distorting the evidence she
herseif presents or making what can only be construed as mis-statements of fact. Asa
prominent scholar of historical method explains, “Every true statement must be thrice
true. It must be true to its evidence, true to itself, and true to other historical truths
with which it is colligated. Moreover, a historian must not merely tell truths, but
demonstrate their truthfulness as well, He is judged not simply by his veracity, but by
his skill at verification” (Fischer 1970:40). The AHA insists that “Historians must not
misrepresent evidence or the sources of evidence” (AHA 1992:5); on numerous
occasions Hamilton-Merritt does precisely that:

6) Quoting out of context (misrepresenting evidence). In alleging that the Lao
government has pursued a policy of genocide against the Hmong people
(which assertion is a keystone of the entire book), Hamilton-Mermntt relies
heavily upon a broadcast of May 6, 1975 over Pathet Lao radio, a commentary
entitled “The U.S.-Vang Pao Special Forces Must Be Completely Cleaned
Up.” A full transcript of this broadcast is included in the FBIS Daily Report,
Asia & Pacific for 9 May 1975 (p. I 3); excerpts are provided in another
slightly different translation in the BBC Summary of World Broadcasts, Far
East for 12 May 1975 (FE/4901/B/1). Taken in full, the broadcast criticizes a
“handful of specia! forces” that were “formed, trained, armed and
commanded” by the CIA and that remained under the direction of the
“Vientiane ultrarightist reactionary clique™ (in contemporaneous broadcasts
and speeches, the members of this “reactionary clique™ are identified by name,
constituting a half-dozen prominent Lao officials). The Patriotic Armed
Forces, the broadcast continues, “have no fear of this handful of special
forces. We can wipe them out (?any time). That is not our primary goal, we
are constrained to repeat, because we want to preserve the spirit of national
concord called for in the [1973] peace accords.™ Clearly stated, the Pathet
Lao make no threat against the shrinking membership of the special forces
(only some of whom were indeed Hmong), instead in fact overtly denying any
hostile intent against them.

The only threat made in the broadcast is directed very specifically against
“the obstinate reactionary clique on the Vientiane side”—that is, those half-
dozen named officials, none of whom were Hmong: “the Patriotic Armed
Forces must exercise our right of self-defense and duly punish or wipe them
out™ (quoted from FBIS; the BBC text differs only trivially). The “them”
referred to initally are the “handful of special forces,” some of whom were
Hmong and many of whom were not; no threat is leveled against “them.” The
second “them”™ who are the subject of the threat are the Lao generals and
ministers—Sisouk Na Champassak, the Sananikones, other prominent lowland -
Lao officials—and neither the special forces in general nor the Hmong in
particular. Yet throughout the book, Hamilton-Merritt repeatedly asserts that
in this May 6, 1975 broadcast the Pathet Lao threaten to wipe out the Hmong
as a people, in their entirety, and with genocidal intent. For instance, note the



chronology where she alleges that the “Pathet Lao publicly announce plans to
‘wipe out’ Hmong” (p. xxvi); cf. the chapter heading pp. 337-351: “*Wipe
Them Out!’™ with an invented exclamation point. See also where she refers to
“the LPDR's publicly stated policy to ‘wipe out’ the reactionary Hmong™ (p.
516). Hamilton-Merritt quotes out of context in two respects: first, where she
presents the radio broadcast at some length (p. 340) but omits the crucial
sentences that would make it unmistakable that threats were leveled ror against
the special forces (and least of all against the Hmong in general) but only
against a clique of Lao officials and, and second, where she further excerpts
and further misrepresents the threat (pp. xxvi, 337-351, 516).

Although the Lao original text is not available to us, it is worth making
quite plain that nowhere in the English translations is there any mention of the
Hmong ethnic group as such. There is a very important issue here, one which
might contribute to the verification or falsification of the alleged radio
broadcast by Phoumi or the alleged “Pathet Lao News Bulletin™ discussed
above. During this period, the Pathet Lao were careful and quite consistent in
their use of the two paired lerms “Meo” and “Lao Soung” (and “Hmong™ was
indeed never used by them at all). The term “Lao Soung™ was used to refer to
that sizable proportion of Hmong who actively supported the NLHX and
Patriotic Armed Forces. The term “Meo” (usually qualified by adjectives
identifying them with the U.S.) was used only to refer to thar small proportion
of Hmong who continued to support Vang Pao and refused to accept the terms
of the 1973 Vientiane Agreement under which his special forces were to be
disbanded. So even if there had been any threats directed against the “Meo™—
and remember, Hamilton-Merritt provides no evidence thereof, nor is any
available in the most likely sources—the referent would have been nor the
Hmong in general but Vang Pao’s troops in particular.

7) Misrepresenting evidence. Despite the explicit and unequivocal language of
the Final Declaration of the 1954 Geneva Conference which states that “the
military demarcation line {at the 17th parallel] is provisional and should not in
any way be interpreted as constituting a political or territorial boundary”
(Final Declaration, sec. 6), Hamilton-Merritt misrepresents the evidence by
claiming on two occasions that “the 1954 Geneva Accords...prohibited [North
Vietnam] from using a second country (Laos) in order to fight in yet another
country (South Vietnam) (p. 114, cf. 126—Hamilton-Merritt provides no
citation to the Accords). Note that this is not a question of whether the U.S.
was bound to respect the Geneva Accords (having refused to sign them), or
whether the 1954 Accords were eventually superseded by later events that
made North Vietnam and South Vietnam de facto separate countries, as many
reputable experts on international law contended (see the several volumes of
debates on The Viemam War and Irwernational Law, ed. Richard A. Falk,
1968-1972). The question is simply whether the Geneva Accords said what



Hamilton-Merritt claims they said—or whether she instead misrepresented the
evidence itself,

8) Misrepresenting evidence. Hamilton-Merritt contends that “In 1991,
international drug enforcement agencies documented that the current ‘drug
lords’ of Laos were the communist government” (p. 541) and cites the U.S.
Department of State, International Narcotics Corurol Strategy Repori, March
1991 as the source. In fact, that document reaches exactly the opposite
conclusion: despite receiving credible “reports”™ (note there is no material
evidence beyond hearsay) of involvement by low-level military and local
officials, “no credible evidence is available that the central government is a
sponsor of such illegal activity” (Report p. 254).

9) Misrepresenting the sources of evidence. Hamilton-Merritt condemns “a
fallacious book about them [the Hmong] published in Australia™ when no such
book exists; she misrepresents a study, The Yellow Rainmakers, written by an
Australian anthropologist, Grant Evans, and published in London by Verso
Press (1983). In any case, she offers no evidence that the book is indeed
“fallacious™; it is well-accepted as reliable by most other Southeast Asian
scholars. Note that by stark contrast to Hamilton-Merritt, Evans has an
earned doctorate in anthropology, is a fluent speaker of Lao, has traveled
widely within Laos over the last dozen years, himself visited several actual
sites alleged to have been subject to CBW use, interviewed Hmong living in
the very sites purported to have been gassed, and accurately represents the
allegations that he disproves and the qualifications of his own arguments.

10) Misrepresenting evidence and the sources of evidence. Hamilton-Merritt
refers on three occasions to CBW expert Matthew Meselson’s “assertion that
bees defecating in flight...caused the death of the Hmong...” (p. 453),
“Meselson's announcement that bees defecating in flight had killed the
Hmong...” (p. 456); and “Meselson...proposed that bees defecating in flight
had killed these people [Hmong, Cambodians, and Afghanis}” (p. 553).
Hamilton-Merritt completely fabricates these “assertion[s], announcement[s,
and] propos{itions]™ without evidence of any kind, since Meselson himself said
no such thing. Notably, Hamilton-Merritt provides not a single reference to
any primary source for any of the remarks she attributes to Meselson, despite
the fact that he has published several lengthy articles on the topic over the
years, in refereed scientific and academic journals including Science, Sciensific
American, and Foreign Policy. To be sure, she could hardly have provided a
primary source for the claims she herself fabricated and imputed to him, but at
least she has the obligation to “disclosfe] all significant qualifications of one’s
arguments” (AHA Srandards 1992:5) by offering citations to Meselson’s
several readily-available articles, or to several others in which he is
interviewed. Readers could then verify for themselves that he never said
anything like what she claims that he said.



11} Misrepresenting evidence and failing to “disclos[e] all significant
qualifications of one’s arguments™ (AHA 1992:5). Among the most striking
deficiencies of Hamilton-Merritt's book is her almost total disregard for
virtually all previous scholarship on Laos, the Hmong, CBWs, yellow rain,
and so on. There are quite sizable bodies of literature on these topics, but
Hamilton-Merritt studiously ignores any evidence that in any way undercuts
her own arguments and further overlooks substantial evidence that could
support her interpretations. This is not the place to detail this sizable literature
but to question how a historical work written in 1992 could be isolated so
thoroughly from all previous scholarship. To focus solely on the scholarly
debates about a key aspect of Hamilton-Merritt's entire work—her allegation
that yellow rain was used against the Hmong—there are lengthy, detailed
discussions of this topic from the standpoint of chemistry, palynology,
entomology, anthropology, and political science. These are published in
reputable scientific journals, refereed by peer reviewers, carefully
documented, and basically consistent in their conclusion that there remains no
credible evidence that yellow rain was ever used against the Hmong. Note
that nobody claims to have proved the negative—that yellow rain was not
used—since that is beyond the ability of any scholar; but scholars and scientists
of various political persuasions, nationality, and discipline agree that the only
evidence offered 1o “prove” the use of yellow rain is inadequate 1o do so.
Hamilton-Merritt, rather than engaging in any meaningful debate or in any
way disputing these studies on accepted scholarly and scientific grounds,
simply condemns them all anonymously as “sensational tales [that] bear little
resemblance to truth” (p. xxi) and “rumor, innuendo, propaganda, and
disinformation™ (p. xiv). Not just ignoring her obligation as a Historian to
disclose the counter-arguments and evidence that would qualify her own
argument, Hamilton-Merritt actively misrepresents the large body of existing
literature through unsupported slurs and ad hominem attacks on its authors (see
below).

Tuming from the issue of professional standards for documentation, evidence,
and accuracy, I focus now on the larger issues of the intellectual quality of Hamilton-
Merritt's scholarship. Does her work satisfy the requirements of a “logic of historical
thought,” in the words of David Fischer, whose catalogue of Historian's Fallacies
(1970) I use as a framework to organize the following discussion. The answer to this
question is fundamental to evaluating the quality of her scholarship.

I. Fallacies of Question-Framing.

“The fallacy of declarative quesrions. .. violates a fundamental rule of empirical
question-making...If a historian goes to his sources with a simple affirmative
proposition that *X was the case,’ then he is predisposed to prove it™ (Fischer
1970:24). Hamilton-Merritt seems to have sought only evidence to confirm her



preconceptions, actively ignoring or misrepresenting contrary evidence, as noted above.
This seems to be the case both for her oral history interviewing and for her use of
published sources and documents. It is well-established through several studies that
much of the refugee interview testimony upon which she relies was elicited with
leading questions and is otherwise flawed methodologically (see studies by Szanton and
Guillemin, cited in Ember 1984 and Seeley et al. 1985; cf. Ziegler 1988); Hamilton-
Merritt apparently used the same flawed techniques in her own interviews and other
research.

II. Fallacies of Factual Verification.

The fallacy of the pseudo proof (Fischer 1970:43ff) employs pseudo facts such
as “the precise quantification of imprecise entities” (ibid. p. 45), for example
Hamilton-Merritt's invented and unverifiable population figures, casualty counts, and
survival rates (noted above).

“The fallacy of the irrelevant proof consists in asking one question and
answering another” (Fischer 1970:45). Compare Hamilton-Meritt's approach: Did
the Soviets liec about CBW use in Laos? It is now known they misrepresented events at
Sverdlosk. Therefore they must have lied about Laos (pp. 414, 525-27).

“The fallacy of the presumptive proof consists in advancing a propositon and
shifting the burden of proof or disproof to others™ (Fischer 1970:48). By making
unverifiable claims and offering no evidence for them, and by disguising the identity of
actors and informants, Hamilton-Merritt refuses to assume any burden of proof herself
and attempts to make it difficult if not impossible for others to disprove her claims:
“You can’t possibly know what I know,” she seems to be saying, “so how can you
question my conclusions?” She can always insist that somewhere she has evidence of
some unspecified provenience to rebut any disproof offered by others, as long as she is
never required to produce those invisible, unverifiable, and inaccessible research data.

“The fallacy of the circular proof...consists in assuming what is to be proved™
(Fischer 1970:49). Hamilton-Mermmitt assumes “The Pathet Lao and Lao P.D.R. have
genocidal intent against the Hmong™ (despite the lack of anry material evidence to that
effect); all of their actions—as well as unsubstantated allegations of actions imputed to
them—are then interpreted as confirming that intent. She assumes that CBWSs were
used to kill the Hmong, and then insists that nothing else could have caused them o die
in this manner, when there is indeed after 15 years of allegations no conclusive material
evidence that anyone of the Hmong she describes ever died from other-than-natural
causes.

“The fallacy of the apposirive proof...consists in an attempt 10 establish the
existence of a quality in A by contrast with a quality in B—and B is misrepreseated or
misunderstood” (Fischer 1970:56). As noted above regarding the misrepresentation of
Meselson’s research findings, Hamilton-Merritt implicitly insists “my explanation of
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things is more credible and adequate than Meselson’s.” Because she distorts and
misrepresents Meselson's explanation (whether deliberately or because she simply
cannot understand it), the contrast between the two positions is fallacious.

“The fallacy of misplaced literalism is a form of context error, which consists in
the misconstruction of a statement-in—evidence so that it carries a literal meaning when
a symbolic or hyperbolic or figurative meaning was intended; or the attribution of a
general meaning where a special or specific one was meant” (Fischer 1970:58). As
noted above with the decontextualized use of Pathet Lao threats to “wipe them out,”
Hamilton-Merritt mistakes hyperbole for literalness (in any case) and then fallaciously
generalizes the referent of “them” in two ways: first by generalizing from “a handful
of special forces™ (only some of whom were indeed Hmong) to the Hmong as a whole,
and second from the very specific referent of the “obstinate reactionary clique on the
Vientiane side” (none of whom were Hmong) to the Hmong in their entirety. Recall
also the distinction between “Lao Soung” (referring to the “Patriotic™ —i.e.
revolutionary—Hmong) and “Meo” (referring to those Hmong under American
sponsorship and control).

[1. Fallacies of Factual Significance.

“The prodigious fallacy mistakes sensation for significance....[holding] that the
more marvelous, stupendous, etc., an event is, the more historic and eventful it
becomes™ (Fischer 1970:70-71). Hamilton-Memitt's lengthy recitations of Hmong
heroism under fire substitute sensationalism for substance, over—dramatizing events of
minimal historical significance. This is not even military history as much as war
stories, with all their tellers’ emotional and political investment in a particular version
of events coloring both their recollections and their recounting. It’s a good read but
it's not good history.

“The furtive fallacy is the erroneous idea that facts of special significance are
dark and dirty things and that history itself is a story of causes mostly insidious and
results mostly invidious” (Fischer 1970:74). Hamilton-Merritt's conspiratorial view of
the world leads her to impute evil and insidious motives not just to the Pathet Lao, all
Vietnamese, and the Evil Empire, but also to the U.S. State Department, the
Washington Post, New York Times and “the Media” in general, American academia,
everyone else who has ever written about Laos or the Hmong, anyone who opposes
Vang Pao’s terrorist bands, the Thai government, the United Nations, refugee relief
organizations, and so on and so on. Not only are they all conspiring together to
exterminate the Hmong, they are also all out to silence Hamilton-Merritt or undercut
her advocacy for Vang Pao. In this view, the lack of evidence to support the
imputation of evil motivation becomes itself evidence of the effectiveness of the
evildoers: the less proof there is, the more dastardly the deed and the more efficiently it

was cartied out.
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Someone inclined toward a charitable and sympathetic view of Hamilton-
Merritt's work can find some solace in the “the pragmaric fallacy [which] selects useful
facts—immediately and directly useful facts—in the service of a social cause™ (Fischer
1970:82). If one grants that Hamilton-Merritt’s intention is a humanitarian one and
that she is motivated by a sincere concem for the survival of her Hmong friends and
other Hmong people, then this is indeed a laudable social cause. The question becomes
whether her eagemness to serve this cause leads her into the fallacy of selecting and—as
pointed out above—distorting “useful facts,” with the primary criterion of use being
not their validity and evidentiary value but their service value in advancing the cause.
(There are a number of other possible questions about the strategic effectiveness of her
advocacy and its demonstrated negative consequences within the Hmong American
community and elsewhere, but those do not relate directly to the question of the quality
of her scholarship except insofar as a scholar is a public person with social
responsibilities. I leave this question aside.)

IV. Fallacies of Causation.

“The fallacy of post hoc, propter hoc is the mistaken idea that if event B
happened after event 4, it happened because of event 4~ (Fischer 1970:166).
Examples of this fallacy are legion in Hamilton-Merritt's work. She claims that the
Japanese staged their coup de force in 1945 because they discovered Hmong
commandos (p. 32; she mistakenly has “coup de main™) when the Japanese were really
provoked “by the entry of a mobile unit of the Allied forces in the South China Sea and
accompanying air raids upon Hanoi...” (Gunn 1988:108). Because U.S. officials
ginned up an invented “incident” in the Tonkin Gulf in 1964 (event B), “Hanoi...had
decided to escalate the conflict™ (event A, p. 131). This is also the primary fallacy at
work in Hamilton-Merritt’s basic conception of Yellow Rain: Hmong people die of
causes thal may not be natural (event B) and they allege that sometime—hours, weeks,
or months before their death—a plane flew overhead and emitted something—a powder,
a liquid, colored yellow, white, red, brown, etc. (event A). The plane emissions
(antecedent event A) were the cause of thetr death (subsequent event B}, and further,
they were killed by CBWs (allegation C). All other possible causes for the deaths are
ignored or repudiated (although there remains after 15 years not one bit of conclusive
evidence proving that the deaths in question were caused by anything orher than natural
occurrences); the coincidence of an antecedent event (or in reality, a number of very
different antecedent events, since the descriptions of the planes, the emissions, the time
spans, etc. vary tremendously from account to account—see Seeley et al. 1985) is taken
to be conclusive proof of causation.

V. Fallacies of False Analogy.
“The fallacy of the insidious analogy is an unintended analogical inference
which is embedded in an author’s language, and implanted in a reader’s mind, by a

subliminal process which is more powerfully experienced than perceived” (Fischer
1970:244). When Hamilton-Merritt refers to “whipp(ing] the communists into a

12



frenzy for a ‘final solution’” (p. 300) and describes attacks by “the Vietnamese [sic]
and Pathet Lao™ as “this ‘final solution’” (p. 302), she commits the ethically and
morally indefensible fallacy of falsely equating the systematic Nazi genocide against
Jews and other innocent civilians to the military response—however harsh it might be—
of the Lao government to guerrillas actively engaged in armed rebellion against a
legally constituted and intemationally recognized government. Through her use of
inflammatory language and false analogy, Hamilton-Merritt intends to produce a
pernicious subliminal effect in readers’ minds.

“The fallacy of the perfect analogy consists in reasoning from a partial
resemblance between two entities to an entire and exact correspondence™ (Fischer
1970: 247). Above I discussed the fallacious analogy between the Soviet denials of a
CBW accident at Sverdlosk (later disproved) and the Soviet denials of sponsoring CBW
use in Laos; Hamilton-Merritt makes the “perfect” but entirely fallacious analogy
between the two and uses the rebuttal of the first as proof that the second is also untrue.
Because poison gas may have been used in Afghanistan, it was used in Laos; because
the Soviets falsely denied the events at Sverdlosk, their denials of CBW use in Laos are
disproved. Because the royal family in Thailand is very important and influendal, the
royal family in Laos is “historically pivotal™ (p. 323); because “Chao Fa™ was the
name of a millenarian movement in 1918 and because “Chao Fa” was taken as the
name of Hmong rebels in the 1970s, the two groups are the same, solely by virtue of
their shared name! (p. 382).

V1. Fallacies of Substantive Distraction.

“The fallacy of argument ad nauseam...[is] a serious form of error, in which a
thesis is sustained by repetition rather than by reasoned proof™ (Fischer 1970:302).
This may indeed be the best characterization of Hamilton-Merritt’s oeuvre: her
Reader’s Digest articles, newspaper commentaries, and congressional testimony,
culminating in Tragic Mountains, substitute repetition for proof (and, within Tragic
Mouruains, repetiion functions likewise to convert unproven claims into “accepted
facts™). When Hamilton-Mernitt's allegations are convincingly disproved by others,
her response is to repeat them and repeat them (ignoring or misrepresenting the
rebuttals, assaulting the motves of the opponents, further exaggerating her claims).

The fallacy of argument ad misericordiam (appeal to pity) and fallacy of
argument ad odiwn (appeal to hatred) (Fischer 1970:304) function together: Hamilton-
Merritt presents the (innocent, virtuous, saintlike) Hmong as the pitiable victims of the
Evil Empire and its diabolical agents, the vicious Vietnamese and genocidal Lao.
Because our sympathy for Vang Pao and his followers might be compromised if we
knew the truth about them, Hamilton-Merritt neglects to mention their strategic
alliance with Pol Pot in 1979, Vang Pao’s visits to China for military support, the
resistance’s receipt of illegally given funds from American supporters (see the Report of
the Select Commirtee on POW/MIA Affairs, United States Senate 1993, pp. 303ff.),
Vang Pao’s supporters’ threats and assaults against Vue Mai and other rivals both in
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Thailand and the U.S. (see Hammond 1989 inzer alia), the criminal corruption of his
close associates in the U.S. (see Efron 1990, noting his son-in-law’s conviction for
embezzlement of public funds), and other things that might make him less worthy of
our pity. Nor does she mention the terrornst assaults he sponsors today against innocent
Lao civilians, the massacres of civilian passengers on interurban buses in Laos, the
torching of Lao villages that refuse to support him, and so on (see the U.S. Department
of State, Country Report on Human Rights Practices for 1992, p. 603).

“The fallacy of argument ad hominem occurs in many different forms, all of
which serve to shift attention from the argument to the arguer™ (Fischer 1970:290).
The “abusive ad hominem, which directly denounces an opponent”® (ibid. 290-91) is
used when Hamilton-Merritt condemns all previous scholarship on Laos as “sensational
tales [that] bear little resemblance to truth™ (p. xxi); when she condemns other
researchers as “those determined to misuse [the Hmong] for their own ends™ (p. 458);
when she describes a State Department official as “foolish™ because he engages in
“obfuscation of facts” and “skewing information” (pp. 514-15). The “circumstantial
[ad hominemy]...consists in a suggestion that an opponent’s argument is merely a
reflection of his interest™ (Fischer 1970:291), as Hamilton~Merritt does in accusing
“Meselson and his group” of “manipulating their standing as scientists to further a
personal political view...[and thus] sacrificed the lives of many Hmong” (p. 460—he is
not just a charlatan but a baby-killer!). Not content with calling him a murderer,
Hamilton-Merritt relies upon “associative ad hominem arguments, which attempt to
undercut an opponent by reference to the company he keeps™ (Fischer 1970:291):
Meselson, she notes in a coup de grace, “received a $ 256,000 John D. and Catherine
T. MacArthur Foundation grant™ (p. 460)—proof if more were needed of his dastardly
nature!

Throughout, Hamilton-Mermmitt’s Tragic Mountains fails to meet the most basic
and fundamental professional standards of History. Her method is like that described
elsewhere when journalists attempt to write History: “they know the stories they are
going to tell before they begin their research and investigate to find corroboration or
‘proof” for their judgments....[they] asked questions as a way of providing evidence for
preconceived conclusions rather than truly investigating their subjects™ (Horowitz
1989:125). Where Hamilton-Merritt employs historical evidence available to other
scholars, she uses it inappropriately on numerous very crucial occasions; where
historical evidence is required it is all too often missing; and where the author uses
evidence 1o which she alone has access, collected under who knows what conditions
and interpreted by no stated criteria, it cannot be verified and is thus of no evidentiary
value. Hamilton-Merritt has provided her own evaluation of the quality of her
scholarship: it is “rumor, innuendo, propaganda, and disinformation™ (p. xiv).
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