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Abstract

This paper examines the traditional Khmer ritual of Hau Prolung (alternatively termed Srob
Prolung), a spiritual calling ceremony fundamentally rooted in indigenous animistic
cosmologies and ethnomedical practices. Drawing upon linguistic insights from Professor Ang
Chouléan, the term prolung (soul/spirit) is etymologically linked to the Sanskrit lingasharira
(subtle body). Within Khmer ontological frameworks, human beings are conceptualised as
possessing nineteen distinct constituent souls. A critical vulnerability within this belief system
dictates that these souls are prone to displacement or detachment from the physical body,
particularly when triggered by acute emotional shocks, severe trauma, or physiological crises.
Such spiritual fragmentation manifests symptomatically as chronic lethargy, psychosomatic
debilitating illness, speech impairments, and mobility loss, which frequently resist modern
biomedical treatments.

Through an ethnographic overview of regional variations, ranging from the standard
invocations in Dam Daek, Siem Reap, to the intricate community-led forest ceremonies in
Sambor Prei Kuk, Kampong Thom, this study delineates the structural mechanics of the
reclamation ritual. Governed by a spirit medium (Rup Snong) or a traditional diviner, the multi-
hour ceremony integrates complex offering apparatuses (including Jom, ritualistic Bay Sei
structures, and Bay Prolung), sacred incantations, wrist-tying ceremonies, and specific musical
traditions utilizing Arak or Pinpeat orchestras. The ritual culminates in a controlled state of
spirit possession by benevolent entities (such as Kantong Khiev or Tapas) to negotiate the
release and reintegration of the displaced souls. Ultimately, this paper argues that the Hau
Prolung ritual functions as a sophisticated system of community-based psychotherapy and
mental healthcare, providing profound psychological restoration and agency within rural
Cambodian communities where modern psychiatric frameworks remain peripheral.
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