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 Hmong Funeral Traditions: Bringing Families and Communities Together

	Hmong funeral rituals are among that culture’s most cherished traditions. The Hmong funeral’s stated goal is to guide the soul of the deceased on the next journey, but the elaborate nature of the rituals also encourages family and friends to come together and provide extended support to the deceased’s family. Furthermore, for the Hmong people who were forced to flee to other parts of the world, funeral traditions can be a precious link to their birthplace. There are many components that go into a Hmong funeral, from appointing helpers to preparing the food and music to guiding the soul of the deceased back to where life began. Each of these components can help strengthen ties between families and communities. Some Hmong funeral traditions have proven difficult to practice in modern western countries, but Hmong leaders are working to reimagine the ceremonies so they can be embraced by future generations.
To understand the importance of funerals, the first thing one needs to know about is Hmong culture. The Hmong are a group of people indigenous to Southwest China and Indochina (Falk, “Hmong Funeral” 1). They have defined themselves in part by things they do not have, including a tradition of reading and writing or any head of state to organize a government (Falk, “Hmong Funeral” 1). Hmong people have historically been migratory, practicing what is known as slash and burn agriculture, which requires them to move frequently (Falk, “Hmong Funeral” 1). They were also often forced to resettle by the majority culture (Falk, “Hmong Funeral” 1). Over 100,000 Hmong citizens were placed in refugee camps in the 1970s. However, in addition to what they do not have, the Hmong people also have a sense of what they do have (Falk, “Hmong Funeral” 2), These things include an ideal of self-sufficiency, as well as strong oral traditions of legends, songs, myths, and poetry, which they preserved even in the harsh conditions of the refugee camps (Falk, “Hmong Funeral” 2).  This history of preserving oral traditions has been especially important as Hmong people have moved into communities far from home. The funeral has been one of the most significant of those traditions. Ethnomusicologist Catherine Falk argues, “The Hmong funeral remains as the single most outstanding affirmation of Hmongness wherever Hmong people are found, including in Western countries” (Falk, “Hmong Instructions” 8).
The stated purpose of the Hmong funeral is to guide the person’s soul into the spirit world, but the elaborate preparations it requires serve the family and community by bringing them together at a time of need (Cha 101-02). Funeral rituals provide detailed instructions for the journey, and they resolve the deceased’s obligations to others so that nothing is standing in the journey’s way (Cha 102). The father of one Hmong author explains, “With a good funeral and a good resting place, he or she will have a better next life” (Cha 102). An elaborate funeral shows that the deceased led a successful life and is bound for a successful afterlife (Cha 102). The deceased will become one of the ancestor spirits, and the ancestors in turn will help the living (Cha 103). The full mourning process includes two weeks of rituals, sacrifices, and meals (Cha 126).  Thus, a funeral results in the community offering substantial support and comfort to the family because it requires so much preparation. Hmong people often say, “When others die, you die with them, so when you die, they will die with you” (Cha 103). With each of these ceremonies, the bonds between families and communities are likely to grow stronger. 
One of the first steps in preparing for the funeral is to call on all the helpers who are needed. There are two groups of helpers. There are distant relatives and friends who are asked to prepare food, clean, play music, perform religious rituals, and take care of guests (Cha 107-110). To respect their dignity, two men will go to their house, set up a table, offer a drink, and beg for their help (Cha 108). The second group of helpers is the close relatives. In that case, two men arrive at their house to tell them that the deceased has passed away and that they are to come and “help love” (Cha 108). Certain family members are invited to a guest appearance day to honor the deceased, and they arrive with food and drink for survivors and close relatives, as well as small portions of meat and rice for the deceased (Cha 111). They also burn paper to serve as money for the deceased (Cha 111).
Before the funeral ceremony begins, relatives take special care that the body is properly prepared for burial. Many Hmong people value dying at home because the family can be involved in care and the deceased’s spirit will protect the home (Her-Xiong and Schropfer 8-9). The deceased should be clothed in all natural fibers because the body must completely break down or the spirit will not be able to exit the body (Cha 113-14). The deceased usually wears a shirt with a wide collar and a long robe (Cha 114). For a deceased woman, relatives may embroider the collar with beautiful designs inspired by nature, such as snails and mountain trails surrounded by flowers, as a gift for her before she dies (Lindbergh 63). The shoes for the deceased are especially important for protecting the feet while the soul is on its long journey (Lindbergh 61-62). In the essay “Walking Back Alone,” Kao Kalia Yang says of her late grandmother, “Her feet were clad in the shoes of the dead, with pointed toes that curled up and in a spiral, black with red and white seams of connected triangle” (Yang 358). The shoes must have the toes point up like a rooster’s comb because the rooster is a lucky bird to guide a difficult journey. Later a pair of hemp shoes will be added for even more protection (Lindbergh 61-62). Dressing the body is one last act of physical contact and loving care that the family can offer to the deceased.
Relatives and friends will soon be arriving to comfort the family and will need to be fed. Food preparation will require a particularly large group of helpers. Yang explains, “There are three meals a day, and everybody is welcome” (Yang 359). She recalls that the men helped by killing nine cows and three hundred chickens for her grandmother’s funeral (Yang 359). Some of the relatives cooked stir fry and different dishes of curries, including “thinly sliced bamboo shoots seasoned with galanga root, lime leaves, lemongrass, dried chili peppers, coconut cream, and spicy curry paste” (Yang 359). Throughout the funeral, there was also “a snack counter overflowing with constant supplies of fresh oranges, cookies, and wafers (including Grandma’s favorite, strawberry), an assortment of beverages, steaming hot coffee, tall bottles of beer, and ice-cold soft drinks” (Yang 359). Not only cooking the food but eating the food helps to bring the family and community together. Yang’s last reflection on her grandmother’s funeral, suggesting the centrality of food, is, “Everybody said the food was well prepared; Grandma’s funeral was a success” (Yang 364).
The path pointer takes charge of the funeral’s first ritual. He will guide the soul’s journey back to the deceased’s birthplace and, at the same time, allow the opportunity for the family to reflect upon the deceased’s journey through life (Cha 116). While the path pointer is talking, everyone must be quiet and not talk or cry because otherwise the deceased might not listen to the path pointer’s instructions and then get lost (Cha 116). The path pointer chants a poem known as the qhuab ke, which is “about the creation of the world, the origin of crops, and why death first came to the human world” (Lee and Tapp 55).  Individual guests make offerings while the path pointer tosses a bamboo stick (Cha 117). The way the stick lands tells people whether the deceased accepts each offering (Cha 117). A rooster is sacrificed and placed with the deceased to help lead the way to the ancestors (Cha 118). The path pointer then narrates the journey, backtracking from the deceased’s present home through all the places the deceased ever lived until the journey ends at the place of birth (Cha 118). The path pointer narrates the journey with so much detail that it is bound to evoke many memories for the family. For example, Yang recalls, “He guided her, with patient words, to San Francisco International Airport—the same airport where she had fallen down the escalator when they had first arrived in America in 1987. It was 2003 now, but I knew she would still opt for the stairs” (Yang 361). Once the soul makes it to its birthplace, it recovers its placenta, or “silk coat,” and it can reincarnate (Cha 118). Because many Hmong people had to leave their homes to go to refugee camps and then to other parts of the world, this narration is likely to be a particularly moving way to relive their own journeys. At Yang’s grandmother’s funeral, the men finished the day by watching some home movies of visits to Laos and Thailand and remembering people whom they had lost in the war (Yang 364).
Next, a ritual called the kheng of death recalls the history, geography, and folklore familiar to Hmong people. A musician with a mouth organ plays the kheng of death, a song that offers guidance on how to avoid any hazards along the journey to the ancestors (Cha 119). The song can take up to eight hours (Cha 120).  It describes how to get past the hazards of the journey: “[W]hen going through the Slope of Caterpillars, the Hills of Cold Worms, use your hemp shoes. When going past the dragon’s mouth and tiger’s teeth, feed them with hemp threads to make busy so they will not bite you” (Lee and Tapp 85). As the kheng continues playing, offerings are made to the deceased of animals, money, and clothes for the journey (Cha 121). Relatives gather around and kneel and face the deceased, waving incense and receiving the deceased’s blessings (Cha 121). Because many Hmong people remember how they had to fight their way out of China, some kheng players play a fight song for the soul to travel past the battlegrounds where the Hmong faced Chinese soldiers (Cha 122). The body is placed on a stretcher for travel (Cha 120). The kheng of death brings together family and history in a meaningful way. As Falk observes of the kheng ritual, “This ceremony joins past, present, and future generations, affirms clan and lineage membership, and reiterates remembered history and shared understanding about the world” (Falk, “Hmong Instructions” 8).
The last and most treasured ceremony before burial is the tsee xai, which offers hope and support to the family as they prepare to continue their lives without the deceased. During this ritual, two elders chant, usually for more than twelve hours, while looking back on the life of the deceased (Cha 123). They provide guidance for descendants on how to get along with one another now that the deceased is gone (Cha 123). Descendants are encouraged to love one another and to be self-sufficient (Cha 123). An elder steps forward to resolve any conflicts or debts owed by or to the deceased before death (Cha 124). This releases the soul for reincarnation, and it also allows the family to move forward with a clean slate (Cha 124). Now the body is ready for burial. Like the clothes, the coffin must be made from natural materials, but may be, as it was for Yang’s grandmother, “purposely made deep so that there would be room to pad the bottom with the many articles of beloved clothing friends and family had purchased for Grandma’s new life, traditional Hmong clothing” (Yang 363).  Because the Hmong value sibling love so highly, brothers or sisters should be the ones who take care of the body when it is ready for burial (Cha 125-26). Just before the burial process begins, slits are cut in the deceased’s clothing so that that deceased person will not face any grave robbers, as the Hmong did in China (Cha 126). Thirteen days after the burial, the deceased’s son shoots an arrow toward the grave to free the soul (Cha 127-28).  Until that day, the meals, rituals, and offerings go on (Cha 127). The community makes sure that the family is not forgotten.
As time has passed and Hmong people have migrated to other parts of the world, they have had to consider how to adapt the funeral process to modern western life.  Elaborate funerals are harder to produce. One Hmong farmer reports that “the busy and fast-paced lifestyle of California adds more difficulties. Many of the Hmong struggle to find time in their schedules to organize events where everyone can participate” (DeSantiago 17). One of the biggest obstacles to preparing Hmong funerals is the expense. Reserving a funeral home and conducting the rituals for a Hmong funeral can cost up to fifty thousand dollars (DeSantiago 17-18).  Families may also struggle with legal obstacles such as laws against animal sacrifice, as well as a shortage of people who know how to perform the rituals (Zhang 14). Xai Lor, an instructor at the Hmong Cultural Center in Saint Paul, Minnesota, reflects that the generations do not interact as much as they once did. As a result, the traditions are in danger of being forgotten (Tundel).  The COVID-19 pandemic, which temporarily limited large gatherings, also motivated the search for ways to adapt the Hmong funeral tradition (Feshir). 
Hmong leaders are finding ways to make the tradition more practical while at the same time keeping it meaningful to families and communities. The organization known as the Temple of Hmongism wants to make funerals less expensive and less complicated (Zhang 13). The group says that by shortening the process, reducing animal sacrifice, and eliminating alcohol, families can hold a funeral for less than half of what it would otherwise cost (Zhang 13). Group leaders also believe that removing any redundant and outdated traditions such as deep bowing and repetitive songs will make the ceremonies friendlier to younger Hmong people (Zhang 13-14). The Hmong Cultural Center is holding weekly classes to teach younger people the traditional funeral songs (Tundel). Class member Be Vang reports, “I didn’t know anything about the culture. A lot of my coworkers would ask me and I don’t know how to explain it to them. That’s one reason why I came here” (Tundel). Exposure to these traditions can be inspiring. After one class, Vang observed of the funeral music, “The more you hear about it, the more it sounds like poetry. It’s very heart warming when you understand it” (Tundel).
Hmong funerals are important to understand because they help to bring families and communities together to support those who are grieving. The careful preparation of the body for the spirit’s journey is a loving goodbye. The path pointer helps the family to relive and celebrate the deceased’s journey through life. The many meals required for the funeral bring cooks and eaters together. The tsee xai allows people to settle their differences with the deceased so that the family can move on. For those who are far away from home, the rituals can be a chance to reconnect with their birthplace. The ceremony combines deep appreciation of the deceased with an understanding of the needs of the living. For the future, the challenge will be to find a way to preserve the traditions by teaching them to younger people and keeping those traditions relevant so that young people will want to learn.
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