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LAO CUSTOMS 
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oUTLIN.E 

I. Mol!lt of the La.o culture and cul!ltoms ~01· iginatef from ouudhism 

11. Marriage in Laos 

A. The parents' role in a lllii.rriage 

l.they pick th• ~irl for th~ son 

2.They make a11 kinds 01 decisions aud arrange the wedding 

a.Kha Ahun ~hi for the preliminary propo~al 

b.A.ha uong for the formal proposal 

H. ·The young man has to retreat in a temple ae a monk for a short 

period of time before h~ gets • arried 

I.to reward hie parente 

2.to redeem his parente' sine 

c. The Formal Proposal 

D. Purifying the water to become holy water 

E. The procession of the bride-groom to the laet ceremony 

I.Payment for going through the entrance to the l>ride•s house 

2. washing hie feet ~efore he is allowe« to go into the house 

D. Wedding SuKhuan 

111. Funeral Rites 

A. To die,in Laoe,is not a area.dful event 

1. he ie now free from this troublesome world 

2. his woul goe~ up to heaven 

B. Thinge to be done right after a person ie dead 

l. wash the uody with warm,ecenteo water 

2. tie cotton thread arount hie neck,wriste,and feet 

3.· Drees him in a shroud 

4.Put him in a coffin 

c. f'uneral vigil "Happy house" 

1. Kelatives,friende come to exprees their joys toward the dealh 

with night gamee,feasts 

2. A place for the youth to get acquainted 

l). fk& •day .,l.Jefore the orema. tion ceremony 

1. Fixing the catafalque 

2. xounger male relatives shave tneir.heads and eye-brows auo 

drese in long.wkite robes,as •he sign of mourning 

~. The Cremation ~eremony 

l. '!'he Clil.tafa.lque is brought to the locll.l temple 

2. l'he monks set a fire at the pyre while •hey are praying 



~- The end of this long rejoicing period 

l.~oliectic~ the aehee of the bones 

2. ~recting a l~eting memory at the temple 



Custom is a habitual pructice;a long-continued habit which ie 

eo eetabliehed that it hae the force of Law. 

Every nation hu.e ite own culture an<i cuetomt11,and 110 doe.!! Laos. 

Moet of the lao culture and customs ');Fe- originate/ f1Tem tluddhii,m, 

for .t:fuddhiem has been the ~tate religion of the country for many 

centuries. Lao people are very religioue;they have been carrying 

on the iuddhist practives since then. J.t ie imposilile to talk about 

~11.0 people without mentioning imddhitnu. Therefore, lao customs are 

very diffirent from the ones in the western world. 

In Laoe,the parents are the ones who make all kinds of decisions 

and arrange everything in a marriage for their child. ,Jy 
If there is a young man who has reaches i,~ marriagJ' age. in the 

house,the mother.....uw)d gu2')around the village anJVtaunt for the girl 

that ehe thinks would beet fit her son,then she w-ett-M g~o eee the 

girl's parents a~ talk a bout the sulJject, andtl!.i their opinions. 

If they are agreeable,then they~ go into further business,Kha 

Khua Ehi,the compulsory hand over for the preiliiminary proposalftri­

bute paid to the guardian gode,which is fixed by the code ,according 

to a progeesive scale,going from 10 piaetres,the old laoturreney,for 

a girl of lower condition to 150 pi~f'ltres for the daught r of a high 

official,covering all the ranks of the social ladder.} ~hey al110 

have to be agreeable to the Aha Dong(it is paid by the future hus­

band t1hie future wife or to her parents. r ·rom the legal point of 

view,it is pptional,yet it is compulsory in practice;~s its amount 

ie not determined by law,it affords hufmau pride an excellent op­

portunity to run free ••• Thue,we have heard of &ha Dongs going from 

au piastres -which ie a bare minimum- to thousands of pia.stres,to 
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which several bate,gold unit of 15 gra.,of gold were ~uued ••• ) Now 

.-verything ie settled ,and they are rea.dy to arrange the wedding. 

l 

1n Laos,it i~ customary to 1et married during the even month~:seconn, 

foqt\h and twelfth,especially. 

liowever, according to the custom .-t.toii 1>9n1 a ,.,young man ha e to get 

hie head and eye-brows ehaven,a.nd retreat in a temp le ior at least 

one week beAore he gete married. ttis ordination will redeem eine 

and, collect goodness for hie parents. 1t also has a.nother signific­

&nc.(bat it aboWs now he is• grown-up;he is now anle to take care f1 

a family,and be 1ndepenuent. 



ln many case8,the result or this kind 
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o: marriage turns aut_ Lo be 

a-t-nigedy,for many of these young people don•t know each other until 

their big day comes;they know nothing about ~ach other's interests or 
l 

personality.After peieg liv~ogeiher for a while,they find out th~t 

th~~!·thing in commou--J1 thin t"J:!ea, or~ don't like each other, 

yet they still have to go along with it,and live • ieseaaoly for the 

rest of their lives. Today,however,the youn~sters are better off;they 

have better caaaces to ~e t~:~~k:~ey can find out and choose the 

one thatXh1really love+ by h1msIDV~and then have the parents't,.Q_ 

ar.range the weuuing. 

Now we come to the ~ormal Proposal wiich is made on the very eve 

of the Wedding Sukl1uan, the Lao ceremony which is eelebrated to wieh 

happiness and long-/life for the newly weds • 

.along 

offerings 

with the ~ha Dong which hae been agreed upon prev1ouly, 

of all sorts_}(etel nute,cigarettes,cakee and many kinds of 

food) are sent to the f iancee' s home by the young man's parentt!I. l'he 

proce11sion of gifts oea:ters ptyceeds slo1.-ly towarde the girl's house 

with thundering shout~,applause},and mut!lic. 

At home,accompanied uy some of her friends ✓her own age,the 

bride is waiting in her weddin~ dress,as though ~she is ready for the 

wedding.~he will receive the offerings in person,and make a small 

gift to each female bearer.rhen the people •ho arc sent by the mau•s 

side would pretend aud 1:>r iug their m,ister's proposal, and the .,,gir ls 

would answer for the bride and try to cause difficulty for the other 

team such as u.sking for piles of golu anu silver,etc • .a.etually,every­

thing is settled. 

On the same day,after dinner,the young man goes to his fiancee'e 

house to at t end the prayers to the water contained in alms bowls with 

the monks. The couple,monks and the alms oowls are connected all to­

gether by a white cotton thread. 

The holy water in the alms bowle is closely watchetl during the night 

and preserve4,_fo1 the neat day's purposes • .t:arly in the following mor­

ning,the monke,the pa:reuts,and friends will sprinkle that holy 1u1.ter 

tt.uundantly onto the couple for blessing.After changing their d&lDP 

clothes, they will eetur.n together to uistri.1.mte the morni~ alms to 

the • onl.:s and receive further blessing • 

..:lfter an imformal ~ukhuan at his uwn hvme, the bride-groom, escorted. 

b; two of his friends with two sun-shades,goes to the i.>rlide'e home 

for the last ceremony. There is his retinue following him with bed-



3 

dinge,mattinge,mattreesee,anu cushions. 

Ae they approach the bride"s houee,they eee a group 01 people wai­

ting at the entrance of the house~e~p them from going through unless 
~ 

they are willing to p~y a small amouut uf money or some alcohol. he 

briue-groom is now at the s tair-case to the house,but he is not al­

lowed to go up into the house unlees he hae put his feet on a p•ece of 

stone covered with oauana leaf,and let the bride's younger sisters or 

seraants to wash them clean. ne is led to the front of two formal ¥ha­

khuans ltrays,or•H.epaat for the SJUl' ),and to 111it by the 1Jride who ha.s 

already taken her place. Now the wedding ~ukhuan ia being taken place; 

the wedding is performed by two attendants who reeite together the 

traditional formulas. After everyone ha5 given his blessing and twisted 

lucky cotton threads around the wrists of the newly married couple,theee 

two gay,happy young couple are led to the wedding chamber by a lady,who 

is to ensure the happine111s of the couple,is the mo•t virtuous woman in 
\ 

the village and she can't be either a widow or a dCtyorcee. 

1n the meautime,the guests go on feasting and enjoying them.eelve8. 

Nowaday,they usually have a party or a banquet to enterta~n the guests 

~ the ~ evening. 
I 

.rom then on,the eon-in-law w-!J-1 live in his wife'111 home ana have 

the re8ponsibitity for taking carithe whole family for a period of tim~ 

or he may live with them for good. 

Now,we come to the end of one's journey.'.!!:"death"ff". To die in Laos is 

not considered an awful cvent;in fuct,it is u happy event;it is the 

most important event of one's l~fe+timc;it means he is going into a 

new and better world. Howeve~~ is still hwnan;he has j;,h'e feeling, 

compa5sion and love toward others.He has love toward the death,his 

be-toved one;he feels sorry and pitjful the death ae well &8 for him-

111elf,yet he does not dare to 8how his greef and regret too loud or 

openly which might hold buck the eo~l of the departed,and keep it from 

flying to the wonderful land. 

After a per8on die8,his relativee would wash him with warm,eoented 

water,them twiet a white cotton thr~ad around hie neck,his wriste,and 

feet to show that how faagile are the boncts hulaing man, to the earth,and 

now he ie free from the material interests,affection and love. They 

dress him with a spotle~s shroud,aud put him Ln a coffin,which is maoe 

oA six wooden boarde ae & temporary one~there will be a specially ma.de 

coffin to be used for the cremation. 

'i'he coffin will be pla.ced either in the house or in the local temple. 
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The funeaal vigil,thc hap py house,ie heild that very night ~where the 

coffin is located.The monks come to pruy for the death and recite the 

words of tluddha:"The body is nothing onee the eoul hae left it. Soon it 

will be as worthless on the earth as the trunk of a dead tree. Life is 

fleeting. The recurrence of birth and death is an en<lleee and normal 

process. Once you are born,you must die. 1t is a blessing to enter into 

the nothingness of death. All aaimals die,have died and will die. We 
3 

too,must die;there is no uncertainty about death." 

In the meantime,all the fr1euus,and relatives ~et together at the 

happy house but no one would pay any attention to the deceased;they 

enjoy themselves with games,gambling,visiting,and feasting. It is also 

a place for the young people to get acquainted. "Mauy marriage will lM!.. 
4' 

followff ff a funeral.•• 'l'hi e w i 11 go on for daye and nights, with 

laughters and shoute to expeees their joys toward the death;in a rich 

family,it may go on for two or three wee~s. 

'fhe day before it comes to the date fixed for the cremation ceremony, 

they have the catafalque mounted on two tiant bird5on a cart,which is 

being pulled symbolically with a white cotton •tring,but it is actually 
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pulled oy a team of men;now,a motormobile·or a truck is used for the ....___ ____ _ 
purpose • 

.By this time,the deccasetl's younger male close relatives alBeady 

have their heads and eye-brows shaven clean,and dress in long white 

rooes,as a sign of mourniug. Once again,they will remain and serve in 

the temple for one hundred days in order to redeem the sins of the 

deceased and collect the gooctness of the world for him. 

The following uay,the fixed da;e for the vremation,the catafalque, 

containing the corp~e,is brought to a local temple,and is placed where 

the cremation will ~e taken place. 

No~,comcs the mo~t supreme moment;the monks set a. fire at the fuueral 

pyre while they're repeating their iucantatione:"The uod:j is nothing B 

once the soul has left it ••• ,life is fleeting ••• 115 Bvcryone at the 

funeral follows the monks auu sets o. fire respectively at the pyre,it 

:i.l'I a •~ee ot' farewell and hel 1) ing the soul of the death to 

arise to heaven. Erom th ~ funeral pyre,a huge flame is now rising stri­

ight up into the sky just like a blissful soul • .1.hen a trayful of money 

ia scattered in the air,anu given a.way to the children to show the 

charity of the death,which will help to sen• hi~ •oul up to heu:een. 
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Everything they've done so far is trying to heip the soul of the 

death to tea.ch the hliLppy land "het1.ven 11
• 

In the early mornin~ of the following day,after feastin~ the monks, 

the family, aa compauied with relatives,fiiends,goes to the site of 

the cremation anu pick up the as~es of the bones weieh i> left over 

~be flamea,and put ~n a •m•ll urn,•hich will be deposited at 

the wat,temple,and tbeyt,will erect a lasting memory for this virtuous 

man who has left nothing but these insignificant remainR. 

J. t is said in the funeral hymns of the lUg Veua: "Leave behind 

what could be blamed in you,and return home. t:nter into a world of 

glory. Let your • oul go to the wind." The rite of cremation ans"ers 

"'t't>-..this last wish since it is a complete pijysical destruction in the 

presence of which any tluddhist must feel the samvejhana,this unfa~-
6 thomable bliss arising from Knowledga. 
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