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In Search for “Alternative Knowledge”:
Theodicy and the Concept of Charisma among the Lahu

i
KATAQKA Tatsuki

This paper examines the local concept of “alternative knowledge” among the Lahu hill tribe
in the context of religious transformation, and compares it to the academic concept of
“local wisdom.”. Recently discussions on the religions among the hill tribes have come to
attract a wide audience after the “community forest” problem became one of the most im-
portant public issues in Thailand. Here has been discovered the environment-protecting na-
ture of the tribal religions as “alternative knowledge” or “local wisdom” which is expected
to replace the existing capitalist-oriented development paradigm. However, it appears that
the concept of “alternative knowledge” constructed by both the Lahu Christians and Bud-
dhists is quite different from intellectuals’ expectation. The Lahu Buddhists, Christians as
well, express their longing for “alternative knowledge” which is originated by the creator-
god as a given charisma. So their concept of “alternative knowledge” proves to have noth-
ing to do with academic sense of “alternative knowledge” or “local wisdom”, which
includes skills of forest life, elaborate knowledge of forest species, and so on. For the vil-
lagers, the “desire for charisma” forms an answer to theodicy (If the god exists, why the
Thai and Chinese enjoy prosperity whereas we are so poor and suppressed?) . Such a religios-
ity is a typical nature of “charismatic” and “rational” religions in Weberian sense, which
stresses piety and not ritual. And this kind of piety-oriented religious attitude is eliminat-
ing rituals to “deal with” forest-dowelling spirits. In this light, it becomes clear that the
hypothesis of forest-protecting nature of the tribal religion as “alternative knowledge” can
reflect a part of reality on the hills, as far as such a religion is “traditional”, but the intel-
lectual’s disourse of the “local wisdom” school cannot reflect its “diversity” and “dynam-
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