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If you have a daughter the dogs bark at your house, 

If you have a son the dogs bark at the house of your friend. 

One of the sad aspects of progress and technological inno
vation is the loss of folk customs which were intimately connected 
\Vith the old technology. I believe it would be very difficult today 
to see such a scene as depicted in the accompanying re-production.2 
The spinning wheel and the rice-pounder appear to have been an 
integral part of courtship in Northern Thailand- today they are fast 
disappearing. In the Chiengmai district of Mae Taeng, or at least in 
the parts of it which I know, the spinning wheels and rice pounders3 
lie unused and discarded, the first made superfluous by the advent of 
imported printed cottons and synthetic fibres, the second by the small 
diesel driven rice mill. Of course there are other factors responsible 
for the death of traditional northern courtship as well,-but spinning 

1) Field work in North Thailand was financed by the Australian National 
University, where the author currently holds a research fellowship in the 
Department of Anthropology and Sociology. 

...... ... 
2) The reproduction is from a painting by Vichit Viangthong ('J'l1fl l1£J..1'YID\I) 

and is reproduced by permission of the Editor of Nitayasan Chiengmai 

( UflEJ~1"J L~£1\11~~ ). The reproduction was done by the Visual Aids Unit 

of the Australian National University. 

3) There is no rice pounder in the picture,- bfit it is well-known that rice~ 

pounding was a favourite occasion for courtship. See M1U 1-n~~~r:r""mr 
... .... "' "' (Sanguan Chotesukharat) tb:;LYHI.tLL1.'1!:1GJ'Ull'l'l1l'1J0..1LlJfl\ILVI'Ufl (Customs and 

Culture of the North) Bangkok 1962 p. 79. 
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I apologize to readers for any mistakes in transliteration. 
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lost already. Khun Thaworn Khatiphibul, from whom the fragment 
recorded here was collected, speaks with nostalgia of the time before 
the war, whent as a young man he paid to learn the art, performing 

the ritual of tang khan ( ,,f~,ru) as any pupil does for any teacher, as any 

client does for any expert. All that he remembers now is this 
fragment. 

Courting was, and is, not restricted by season, but summer 
months when the nights are warm and the roads and fields dry, and 
particularly on full moon nights, when not only is there light to see 

by, but many old folks are safely out of the way spending the night 
in the v.oat, youths still wander far afield looking for a quick conquest, 

a wife, or at least a pleasant evening's entertainment. There are 
rules and conventions which dictate the progress of the courtship, 
though rather surprisingly it seems little control was exercised over 
the girl's choice of suitors. In the few cases I know where parents 
have objected to a match, the objection has occurred much too late to 
be of any use. When the suitor bas been invited up, with or without 
enthusiasm (see text), the girl is expected to continue with her work, 
and the young man to talk or sing, but not to touch. Any physical 

contact is 'an offence against the spirits' (phid phii ~~~~) and must 

be compensated for. If no propitiation is made to the domestic 

spirits (sia phii L~rlH) sickness will befall some member of the family. 

Usually, but not always, sia pht'i leads to marriage. People say that 
in the old days if the boy picked up a handkerchief the girl happened 
to drop, or if they sat on the same plank the spirits were offended. 
The text suggests that this prohibition was not always taken very 
seriously. 

The prohibition on touching is part of tbe general prohibition 

of any intimacy in public, even between husband and wife, but 
apparently unlike Central Thailand, the objection to public intimacy 
and physical contact without the placation of spirits is not merely a 
matter of propriety. There is very real apprehension of the super
natural dangers of contact bet ween men and women. One of tbe stan
dard diagnoses of diviners in case of illness, is that somebody has 
'offended the spirits', and this does not necessarily mean adultery. 
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5} Sanguan of•. dl. p. 80. 
6) /,.m:, ctt. 
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and invitation to the suitor-with 2a and 2b as alternative responses. 
3 and 4 represent an opening gambit in the conversation. 5, 6 and 7 
do not follow from 3 and 4. It would appear that this type of sequence 
could follow from one of many types of exchange-most probably from 
a statement of the girl expressing her virtue or her constancy. 8, 9 and 
10 take up a theme common in ordinary conversation- the polygamous 
propensities of the male. I would interpret it as being the closest to 
a direct proposition as the form will allow, and that the outcome of 
this type of sequence will show whether the girl is willing to take the 
suitor as a lover or not. 11, 12 and 13 are a conclusion to the 
conversation, and have the cleverest bit of \vord play of the entire 
fragment. This will be taken up in a moment. 

The first section indicates on the one hand that the form pro
vides a number of different choices for differing circumstances, and 
on the other, the use of insult. Clearly implied insult, I would suspect, 
is a female prerogative. It is also likely that the response 2b is by far 
the commoner, and would not in itself deter a prospective suitor. 2a 
could only be used if the girl and her suitor had already reached an 
understanding with each other-if they called each other tua pau-tua 
mae (ftl~D-flo::.HL~). 3 and 4 fall into a pattern of compliment by the 
boy and self"deprecation by the girl. This is also seen in the fragment 
given by Sanguan7 and also in a hypothetical modern conversation 
given by the same author.s I would venture the hypothesis that 
pattern of compliment and self-deprecation is always from male to 
female. The set 5-7 is the most difficult to say anything about. 
In the first place there is some puzzle as to why the formal 
pronouns hhaa-caw are used rather than the more usual aaj-naung. 
One answer may be that this set represents a stage in the 
courtship where the two are not yet familiar with each other, but 
where the girl is trying to indicate the possibility of a more serious 
relationship by insisting on her constancy or some other virtue. The 

metaphor in 6 is clear enough, but why daul?. kae (fltJnun) should imply 
teasing or lack of seriousness is not clear. It could be that this exists 

7) Loc. dt. 
,, o A 

8) Sanguan, flfl1L&Hh'l (Sj)eak Nm·thern Thai) Bangkok 1965. 
'II 
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9) McFarlnnd oJ'· dl.t gives two other botanical mmu::J 
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1 0} Mate oJ•. fit. p. 105. 
ll) Mcr:adand oj1. cit. p. 362. 
12) Sanguan 1962 of'· dt. p. R t, 
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Jn'i d'1 Central Thai ·l'b is usually used only for the elder sister, but 
in 9 trw pii is used synonymously with aaj. 

'!/hat is interesting about this fragment is not so much its 
colourful language, but the possibility that the form worked as a kind 
of code using varying conventions, some of which I have called 
'patterns' in the fore-going, to communicate the intentions of the 
wooer and the wooed. It is possible that this code was highly forma
lized, and that the girl, particularly, could indicate her intentions by 
her responses, with propriety, within the conventional compliment, 
insult and banter. The boy's task would be partly to present the 
stimulus so that the girl could indicate her intentions through the re
sponse, but also partly to elicit the desired response through his own 
skill. Admittedly the evidence is at the moment quite insufficient, 
but the structure of ham hhya is, I think, worth investigating whatever 
the conclusions arrived at. For this reason I shall be extremely grateful 
for many more examples from anyone who has them. Besides this, it 
is worth while trying to preserve one of the more colourful features of 
what Hope and Purnell have called 'a colourful colloquial'.l 3 

13) Hope and Purnell op. cit. 
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Khatilr>llibul of Mac 'l a eng. 
l owe Khun Tbaworn a deep debt c•f n<.'t f().i bi~> 

help. but also for the unfa.iting friendship he slH•wed my and m~ !iieU'. 

l 5) This is often written ' 1J \ but Khun Thawom ~ ~i '. in normal 

one hears • ba' or t bo '. 
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TilE LANI.L:\1;1·: OF COUHTMlll' IN <:IJIENCl\1:\1 29 

" ij 91 91 v d 91 + 
I ~ ifi lJlt~ u lJ1tJ '\)~ 1J1U LtiU 1J1lJ L l1'W 1J1fl'W 

q 

baan nii baan cum baan jen baan hen baakm kaj 
house this house fresh house cool house civet not eat chicken 

This house is fresh and cool, and the civet does not steal 

chickens = The house is quiet and peaceful. 

I ,!1) 91 .ij 91 9/ 91 lJ) V 9/ ,g,/16 + 11.1 

lJl ll 1J1U 1-! 1J1U fl'fl'W 1J1'U !r-TJJ 1J11-l f1 9'11'JU 

V:/oman: baacaj baan nii baan haon baan maj baan kaj diawan 

No! house this house hot house burns house near sun 

No! This is a house of fire and heat = No! This is a house 

full of trouble. 

5. 
(1)/ en/ 

'lf: 1j) fi1 .. 
Man: Ctl' kf1a 

Lies! 

6. 

' en/ thn 
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'I 

~ ' ~ gJ 

fffl ~\J Yf'W'ltl ~\J GU'l'W 
" 

Woman: bita~ Cll paak khfia wfla tee Ieew koo leew tyiJ caj baamuat) 

suk tyl) nuaj tylJ khwan 
not lies mouth my says true already already to heart mango 

ripe both seed and stem 

It's not a lie. My mouth speaks only what is in my heart. 

Like the mango that is ripe from stem to seed. 

16) In the original text Khun Thaworn wrote '1nf:l '. 
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T!IE LA\t;(i.\t;I·: OF t:Ol"HT~IIII' IS t:llll·:\r:\1:\1 31 

E. Brother has already wish take more E. Brother wish take 
afraid Y. sister not willing 

I have a wife already, but I wish to have more. I want a 
wife, but am afraid you will not be willing. 

gJ gJ ~ , ..{ ~ ~ 

t11 fllf.J ~J H(l'J U~lJ UtllJ rt'tl~ 9f LtHl lJ1tHN 
gJ gJ 

lll~ ~UJ 

VI oman: thaa 'aaj mii leew 'eem thcem s5::>IJ khii hya n£1mn~1J 

dia!J 16m 

11. 

if E.B. has already increase two paddles boat flood 
can capsize 

If you add a wife to the one you have the boat may capsize 
in the flood while trying to use two paddles. 

~ 17 ' fJ} ~ + + tJ) ' Q.l 

L~fl lJ1 lJfltllJtlf.J ll1t)Jfltl ihuuiJ Afl 'UtJ U"iJUC1 

uv\9n !fi u;'~ !n uv 'lfu ~1u (~1u1.ru) 
gJ t 

LL(;l'l un 
Woman: dak rnaa m5::>j m6nj n£tm)o~j puaj pee kaj khan ceelce 

p:::>odaa khflj d!el) kftj po~ khan h3an (khftan han) 
leew noo 

dark comes everywhere dew gutter cock crows cock-a-doodle
doc almost wish sunrise cock ready crow roof (don't wish 
see) already isn't it so? 

It is dark everywhere, there is dew in the gutter, and the 
cock crows cock-a-doodle-doo. It is almost dawn and the 
cock is ready to crow on the roof (or I am tired of seeing 
your face). 

• a 
17) In the onginal text Khun Thaworn wrote 'fin', 
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