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More Than Meets the Eyes 

Oscar Zeta Acosta’s novel The Revolt of the Cockroach People was written in the 

seventies during the time of the militant Chicano movement.  Acosta takes the readers behind the 

front lines of the movement, its courtroom, and the barricades.  Around this timeframe there was 

a communist war occurring in Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia, and the other countries around them.  

This was a fight for civil rights.  At the same time of the Vietnam War, there was a war going on 

in Laos.  This heartless war was termed “the Laos Civil War” or in other terms “the Secret War.”  

When Acosta’s novel was published in 1973, the United States signed the Paris Peace Accord 

and withdraws military involvement in Laos.  The United States left leaving their allies, the 

Hmong, endanger of being persecuted.  The United States completely withdraws from the 

Vietnam War in 1975 and abandoned the Secret War.  The allies between the United States and 

the Hmong were at stake.  The United States withdrawal did not only left behind an unfinished 

war, but a nation of people doomed for death.  The Hmong, similar to the Chicanos, were treated 

and seen as “cockroaches.”  Many do not know of the war they fought and the stories they lived 

to tell.  The Hmong and Chicanos may be inferior to many others, but they have more to them 

than meets the eyes. 

Dating back as early as the 1960s, the Hmong has been the United States' ally.  "The 

ground war in Laos was a CIA-run operation that began as a ragtag collection of a few hundred 

guerrillas and grew to an army of nearly 40,000" and "Most of the soldiers in this secret army 
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were Hmong, who the Americans believed possessed an aptitude for warfare that the easygoing 

lowland Lao lacked (Hmong)."  Through thick and thin, the Hmong stood beside the United 

States.  They helped block the Ho Chi Minh trail, a crucial North Vietnamese supply route for 

Communist forces (Laos).  The United States relied on the Hmong, who knew the jungles of 

Laos, in the fight against communism.  The bond between them weakened.  In order to overcome 

the war "You've got to accept it, look for it, stick your nose into it and fight your way out of it 

(Acosta 188)."  This was the only way possible for Laos to escape communists, but instead of 

fighting the United States walked off.  The effort to preserve Laos failed upon the United States 

withdrawal. 

In 1975, when the United States completely withdraws from the war in Vietnam and 

Laos, the Hmong people were left to die.  This tragic event marked the beginning of a devastated 

end for the United States' ally.  According to the Paris Peace Accord of 1973, "the United States 

agreed to the withdrawal of all U.S. troops and advisors (totaling about 23,700) and the 

dismantling of all U.S. bases within 60 days (Paris)."  With no military involvement and support, 

it was every man, woman, and child for their self.  The United States abandoned the war as Laos 

fell under the hands of Pathet Lao, a communist political movement and organization (Laos).  

The Pathet Lao aims to persecute the Hmong because of their ally with the United States and 

turn the country of Laos into communism.  In relation to this, Acosta points out, "You've got to 

find your death before you can find your life (188-189)," emphasizing that when one reach a 

dead end, a new beginning appears.  Similar to the cliché saying that an “end always leads to a 

beginning.”  The tragic event took the lives of many Hmong people, but also opened a new path 

for them.  The Hmong fled for their lives like animals without a home. 
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Similar to the Chicanos, the Hmong were treated and seen as “cockroaches.”  They were 

people who lived their lives in the mountain region of Laos.  They had no country, no flag, and 

no written down language.  All they had was their culture and heritage.  Similar to the 

"cockroaches" that resides in the homes of others, the Hmong reside in Laos -- a country that is 

not theirs.  The Hmong were treated like animals because they were abandoned and marched 

over.  When they became an ally to the United States, they sacrificed their lives and the lives of 

their people.  "The decision to support the United States in Laos cost the Hmong dearly" and "an 

estimated 30,000 people, more than 10% of the Hmong population in Laos, were killed in the 

war (Hmong)."  The Hmong were mistreated, tortured, and murdered because they were inferior 

to others as the "cockroach" is to other animals.  Many may see them as worthless, but these 

living breathing beings lived an unknown history that remains till today. 

The Hmong survived a war and lived to tell those tales of their unknown history.  The 

secret war came to a conclusion around the late seventy when Laos fell into the hands of 

communists.  The escape for their lives tore the Hmong people apart.  Today, the Hmong are 

scattered throughout the continents, yet many of them are still in Laos and are suffering.  Many 

who survived passed down their experiences as a story to their grandchildren.  "I've got a song to 

sing for you/It is a song of the cockroach people/It is a song of my pain and my pride,/a song of 

my loves and my woes...(Acosta 157)."  The Chicanos sings this song proudly and tells of their 

story.  To the Hmong, their only story resides in their nightmare.  Many Hmong folks who 

survived through the war are still hunted by those stories even after many decades.  They may 

seem defeated, but their unknown history is a never ending tale. 

They, the Hmong and Chicanos, may seem inferior to others, but they have more to offer 

than they appear.  The United States may have betrayed the Hmong, but friendship is what kept 
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them alive till today.  The United States’ actions cost the lives of many, but also opened a new 

path for them.  Though they were seen as useless, they continued to fight an endless war until 

today.  Those who had escaped learned to live and adapt to the environment, while others are 

still suffering to this very day.  Hmong and Chicanos are very different, but they share the same 

journey.  A journey where life is more than meets the eyes. 
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