
In Baan Hadnaleng, the interaction of 
Buddhism and spirit-religion can only 
be understood in relation to social 
hierarchy. Only then, the processes of 
identity creating and maintaining 
become comprehensible. The Samtao 
postulate a strict division between 
Buddhism and spirit-religion. 
(Therewith being more Buddhist than 
some Lao clerks who, on the other hand, 
do not separate Buddhism from spirit-
religion that clearly). Khmu share the 
view of the Samtao, some of them 
broadening their identity by taking part 
in Buddhist ceremonies. Buddhism - the 

religion associated with the state - here 
prevents class-distinctions.  
This process of communication not only 
shapes ritual- and everyday life of Lao, 
Khmu and Samtao in the north of Laos, 
but the analysis of the data can be used 
for wider comparison of societies and 
for raising general questions 
concerning religion, politics and social 
life also in modern societies. For 
instance, even a deconstructed 
understanding of religion might serve 
to enlighten its ability to create 
connectivity instead of conflict. 
 

Samtao adopted Theravada-Buddhism 
many generations ago in their country 
of origin, Yunnan, South-West China. 
The adjustability of this religious 
system accorded to their highly open 
social system. Thus, still today in Laos 
where Buddhism is associated with the 
state, Samtao ground their identity 
mainly on being Buddhist. Contrary to 
that Khmu practice satsana phi (spirit-
religion). Why? 

Buddhism and Animism play 
complementary roles in Baan 
Hadnaleng because this holds status 
differences at bay: the socially more 
disadvantaged Samtao practice a 
religion which superordinates them to 
the more numerous Khmu. Yet, this is 
only the more visible feature of the 
system. 

 On closer inspection, it would appear 
the lines separating Buddhism from 
spirit-religion cannot be so sharply 
drawn. While some Khmu of higher 
status may take part in Buddhist 
rituals, Samtao, by contrast, define 
their religious and social identity so 
exclusively in terms of being Buddhist 

that they even describe their adoption 
of Buddhism not in terms of 
conversion but rather modulation, as if 
they had always been Buddhist. But 
they never abandoned their spirit-
religion completely; instead they 
merely subordinated it to Buddhism. 
The observation of rules which define 
social boundaries (i.e. social guidelines 
like postmarital residence, religious 
attributions etc.) in Baan Hadnaleng is 
as dynamic as Samtao and Khmu are 
mobile. The process of identity-
building and -maintaining entails 
crossing social boundaries. 
 

How do Buddhism (satsana phud) and spirit-religion (satsana phi) interact? Do 
they interact at all? Are ritual dynamics to be described in terms of conversion or 
modulation? How is identity constructed? Baan Hadnaleng, a multi-ethnic village 
situated in the north of Laos, which mainly consists of Mon-Khmer speaking 
Samtao and Khmu, is the geographic starting point to answer these questions.  
 


