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Buddhism and Spirit Worship in a Relocated Village of Ethnic Minorities
in Southern Laos: From the Perspective of Wittgenstein’s Language-Game

Tomoko Nakata
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This paper examines the complex relationships between Buddhism and
spirit worship in a relocated village of ethnic minorities in Southern Laos. The
village, built by the Ngae, a Mon-Khmer group, has also been populated by
other ethnic groups including Lao. Since their move into lowland regions, the
Ngae villagers have established daily contact with the Buddhist Lao. Although
the entire village strictly adheres to the traditional worship customs of the
Ngae, the influence of Buddhism is becoming progressively more apparent in
many respects. A change in religion is not rare among the villagers for various
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reasons, such as intermarriage between a Buddhist Lao and a spirit worship-
per, or an intention to evade responsibility for offering animal sacrifices, espe-
cially of buffalo. Nor is such change always from spirit worship to Buddhism;
shifting from Buddhism to spirit worship is sometimes observed. Moreover,
the boundary between the two religions is vague and blurred. Some Buddhists
come to worship spirits or conduct animal sacrifices. Similarly, some spirit
worshippers participate in Buddhist festivals. By analyzing the practices of the
villagers from the perspective of Wittgenstein’s language-game, this paper is
intended to contribute to a comprehensive understanding of the religious com-
plexities that exist throughout Southeast Asia.
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