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Abstract
Does the soul exist? If there exists where it is, what it is doing and if the soul does not exist why is it still appear
in the daily lives of so many people, so many generations and many places in the world. Why is it so important
for so many countries in the world to believe in the immortality of the soul and death? Faith in the dead and the
next generation depends largely on a person’s religion and culture, on a community of people. For many
Vietnamese, this belief goes from the belief that the soul only reaches its ultimate goal after many reincarnations,
to the idea that life will now determine its final destiny. Consequently, one person can feel confident that he will
eventually merge with the ultimate reality after death, others will surely reach Nirvana, and others will believe
that he will be rewarded in heaven. So what is the truth? Because our beliefs affect our attitude, actions, and
decisions, are we not interested in finding answers to that question? The dead are not finished but their souls still
exist. Depending on the behavior of those who live with those who have died, they (those who are still alive)
may be blessed by the soul or punished by the soul, encountering unfortunate things in life. This study provides a
discussion of whether or not the existence of the immortal soul and the blessing or harassing of the soul for
human life. How can humans limit the harassing and many blessings from the soul? Why does belief in the
blessing and harassing of the soul become such a popular custom of worship among Vietnamese people?
Keywords: belief, immortality of the soul, the blessing or the harassing of the soul, worship of the souls,
Vietnamese people
1. Introduction
The concept of the soul is closely related to the notions of life after death, but there are very different ideas, even
of the same religion, about what happens to the soul after the body dies. Many people follow certain religions
and philosophies for the soul to be immaterial (Frede, 1956; Bremmer, 1983; Ngoc, 2002) while others think that
the soul may have a material component (Tocarev, 1994; Sam, 1995) and some even try to find the block amount
(weight) of the soul (Lang, 1974). Normal souls (but not always, as explained below) are said to be immortal
(Kerferd, 1971). Socrates says the soul is a crystal (Essence). Plato states that the soul consists of the reason
(Logos), affection (Thymos) and craving (Eros) (Algra, Barnes, Mansfeld, & Schofield, 1999). Aristote defines
the soul as the activity of a living body and assumes that the soul will disappear when the body is no more, just
like the activity of a knife is to cut, when the knife is damaged the cutting activity ceases again (Algra, Barnes,
Mansfeld, & Schofield, 1999). Because of the concept of the soul in different ways, people still argue about
whether or not there is a soul. Often the soul is understood as the spirit, the crystal of the person, as opposed to
matter, to any biological organ of the body (Tien Duc Association, 1931; Thu, 1997; Thanh, 2018).
The Bible, the oldest book in the world, traces the history of man back to the time when the first human soul was
created. Bible teachings are not infected with human philosophy and tradition. The Bible tells the clear truth
about the soul: Your soul is a friend, the dead are completely no longer present, and those who are in God’s
memory will be resurrected at his appointed time. What does this knowledge mean to you? Jesus Christ said to
his disciples: “You will know the truth, and the truth will set you free” (John 8:32, NW) (Christian, 2013). Yes,
the truth has a liberating effect. But what does the truth about the soul free us from (Christian, 2013)?
In general, beliefs and religions often think that the soul is sacred and immortal. Judaism, Christianity, Islam all
think that the soul is immortal, given by God to each person as life, if a person lives up to God, when he dies, his
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soul it will be about living happily ever after with him; on the contrary, if he does evil and does not believe in
God, his soul will be punished and suffer in hell.
For the majority of Vietnamese people, for a long time, in their life, they always perceive that “everything has a
soul”, in which the soul of man is the most sacred and important. It is not known since when, in the life of
Vietnamese people, they have formed a habit of worshiping the souls of the dead and become a typical folk
belief of Vietnamese people.
The custom of worshiping souls is a kind of folk belief that has existed for a long time and is very popular in the
spiritual life of the masses in North, Central and South Vietnam. Thanks to the recognition and clear rules of the
worship in the legal documents of feudal dynasties through the historical periods of the nation, this belief was
strengthened, maintained and developed until today.
During the course of existence and development, like other forms of folk beliefs, the acquisition, adjustment, and
usage of the world’s cultural movements, beliefs and religions are inevitable. In Vietnam in particular and in East
Asian countries in general, Buddhism and Taoism have a great influence on all aspects of people’s lives,
especially in religious activities. In traditional Vietnamese thoughts, along with Confucianism, Buddhism and
Taoism were introduced very early (around the end of the second century). These religions did not face native
beliefs, developed freely and had a great impact on the religious life of Vietnamese people from the past to till
the present.
The Vietnamese nation has a democratic tradition, which promotes harmony and desire for discovering new
things. The ideology is not bound to a certain framework; therefore, since Buddhism and Taoism were
introduced into Vietnam, ancient Vietnamese people have actively opened the door, welcomed the essence of that
ideology, filtered, integrated and transformed it into a unique one suitable for the living conditions to serve the
common interests of the nation. One of those harmonies was clearly shown in the custom of worshiping souls,
which is popular in almost every part of Vietnam.
In addition to Buddhism and Taoism, Vietnamese beliefs are also influenced by other international religions such
as Christianity, Protestantism, and Islam. However, the most powerful influence on the religious life of
Vietnamese people is probably Buddhism (Tien Duc Association, 1931; Giau, 1973; Lang, 1974) and Taoism
(Ngoc, 2002; Hinh, 2007).
As a kind of folk belief of Vietnamese people, the custom of worshiping souls not only contains cultural and
moral values but also shows the outlook on life and the world of a large number of Vietnamese people. Despite
its certain negative effects, the custom of worshiping souls has a positive influence on the life of each individual,
community, and society. Apart from typical forms of folk beliefs such as the worship of mother goddesses and
the worship of village tutelary gods, which are very popular in the lives of the whole Vietnamese people, the
worship of souls is also a way to show good values of Vietnamese people and satisfy the spiritual needs of each
individual, family, and community.
2. Research Methodology
The author is a person who was born and brought up in the rural areas of Vietnam. When I was children, I have
witnessed funeral rituals in my families: worshiping the deceased (grandfathers, grandmothers, aunts, uncles, etc.)
and worshiping the souls of people who died in rivers, markets, wars, etc. in communal temples and in pagodas.
With my innocence at that time, I thought that the dead members of my families were not gone, still existed and
sometimes visited the living ones on fifteenth day of the lunar month (the full-moon day), the first day of the
lunar month, Lunar New Year’s Day, and especially their death anniversary (the date when they died). For those
who were not worshiped, there would be one day when they were “offered food”; that was the wandering souls’
day (the fifteenth day of the seventh month of the lunar calendar) every year.
When I grew up and started to choose my career, I decided to study philosophy and religion and had better
conditions to further study those rituals. In order to search for the materials to write up my article, apart from
studying ancient bibliographies, the author also conducted practical surveys in many localities and directly got
involved in the worshiping rituals in all three Northern - Central - Southern regions of Vietnam. Based on my
own understanding of folk beliefs and religion, as well as the research results on the worship of souls of
Vietnamese people, the author conducted the study titled “From the Belief of the Immortality of the Soul, the
Blessing or the Harassing of the Soul towards People to the Worship of the Souls of Vietnamese People”.
3. Views on the Soul of Vietnamese People
In the folk belief of Vietnamese people, a living person is a combination of two parts: the “body” and the “soul”.
The body can be understood as the physical, visible part of a human being. The soul is an immaterial, abstract
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part related to people’s spirit, thoughts, and feelings.
According to that folk belief, human beings have two groups of souls: three souls and seven spirits. Women have
two spirits as many as men; so they have nine spirits. These souls settle in human beings and mingle with the
bodies to form living human beings. Humans (bodies) receive the souls on the date of birth or the date of
conception.
Souls are only spiritual souls and spirits are material souls. Souls are more sacred than spirits, so when someone
is alive, due to respect, people avoid talking about his or her soul. Spirits can be both beneficial and harmful in
everyday life. Spirits have different characteristics, depending on whether a person has a good or bad spirit.
Some people have good spirits while others have bad and evil spirits. Good spirits bring happiness and good luck,
so people try to meet people with good spirits. Bad spirits have negative effects on everything, so people try to
stay away from people with bad spirits.
There are also different viewpoints about souls among the researchers studying Vietnamese folk beliefs. The
Dictionary of Vietnamese Culture and Traditional Customs defines souls as “the souls of the dead in the
underworld, which are possible to stay around their living relatives” (Y & Huy, 2011, p. 17) Souls may also be
the souls of the dead drifting from other places, whose identities are unknown and are buried by the villagers.
Souls are also “the wandering souls of all kinds from kings to common people, from the rich to the poor” (Trang
& Tuong, 1999, p. 138) “People believe in ghosts and gods, so they think that the dead have souls and senses
like the living, and in the underworld, there are also happy or unhappy people like on earth. Those whose
children keep worshiping will have a place to come back whereas unfortunate or heirless people who are not
worshiped will feel distressed in the underworld” (Binh, 2005, p. 151).
According to Buddhism, human beings are combined from five elements called Skandhas (five aggregates)
including: form, sensation, perception, mental formation, and consciousness. Of these elements, the form is the
tangible element (material element) that makes up the physical part of a human being. The remaining elements,
including sensation, perception, mental formation, and consciousness, are invisible elements, corresponding to
the elements of feeling, perception, reason, and awareness. The combination of these four invisible elements
makes up the spiritual part of a human being.
In its philosophy, Buddhism believes that life is a cycle with the unit of “Kalpa” (a cycle of birth - death). All
happy or suffering conditions of earthly people are effects of corresponding causes, called “sowing what you
reap” (Giau, 1973; Binh, 2005) “Causes” can be created from previous Kalpas or in the present Kalpa. If people
do not take enough “effects” while they are alive, they will take them in their next Kalpa (Binh, 2005).
According to the law of cause and effect in Buddhism, after people die, their souls will leave their bodies. Their
souls, depending on their karmas (created when they were alive) will be reborn according to “sixth paths” (six
ways), including: Celestials (the realm of gods): Buddha, Bodhisattva, etc.; Human beings: people (rich, poor,
happy, unfortunate, etc.); Asuras: Ghosts and spirits (intermediary level); Animals: buffaloes, cows, pigs, etc.;
Hungry ghosts: often live in wet, dirty places; Hells: way of the wicked (the underworld, corresponding to 18
layers of hell).
Also from Buddhism’s point of view, after their death, people’s right-doings and wrong-doings will be judged by
“Ten Kings of the hell” (ruled by Earth-Store Bodhisattva) within seven weeks, corresponding to seven gates of
the hell (Binh, 2005; Thanh, 2018). Therefore, in the funerals of Vietnamese people, there was a forty-nine-day
worshiping ceremony, in which the souls are sent to pagodas where the monks will pray for their freedom from
sufferings. According to the concepts of “samsara – cause, and effect”, after forty-nine days, the souls will be
under the control of the officials in the underworld. These officials will carefully consider all big and small
things that people did when they were alive to decide how they will be reborn: become human beings, become
animals or be exiled to the underworld and subject to severe harassing.
Thus, the view of the soul in the East and the West has many similarities that are the immortality of the soul, the
soul capable of influencing those who are still alive. Perhaps because of that, the worship of the soul has existed
in the practical life of humanity both in the East and in the West.
4. Soul Classification
Through the above study, it can be seen that although there are different interpretations of “body” and” soul”,
they are similar in one viewpoint: When people die, there will be a separation of their souls and their bodies. All
the conceptions show that when a person dies, his or her body will dissolve over time whereas his or her soul
will continue to exist.
With the theory of “samsara - cause and effect”, it is obvious that Buddhism indicates the infinite cycle of the
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existence of souls. This is the basic difference between the Buddhist concept and the relief of worshiping souls
of Vietnamese people. Based on the viewpoints of Buddhism, when grandparents, parents, and relatives die, their
souls must follow the samsara, life afterlife. All the credit - sin, good - evil, good - bad of each individual when
he or she is alive will lead to how his or her soul goes to the next life. According to Buddhist teachings, with the
unlimited power of Buddha Dharma, the ten kings of hell will not miss any souls. Accordingly, it is impossible
for ancestors’ souls to “go home” with their descendants or forsaken souls or hungry ghosts to wander on earth.
Despite the contradiction in whether there is the existence of souls around the living, over the past thousands of
years since Vietnamese people accepted Buddhism in their religious life, they still maintain both philosophies of
life, interweave and blend them into a collection of mixed beliefs which shows the harmony of Vietnamese
people through many generations.
With studies, hundreds of years ago (Lang, 1974; Binh, 2005; Thanh, 2018) and even today (Duy, 2002; Anh,
2005; Hinh, 2007) show that Vietnamese people divide souls into two types: souls with owners (relatives) and
souls without owners (forsaken souls). Souls with owners, i.e. those with usual death (death due to old age,
sickness, or the standards of longevity on earth specified in the Crux’s book) are worshiped by their relatives and
descendants. Forsaken souls are lonely souls without being worshiped by anyone. who had no descendants after
his death despite having been buried as usual and taken to the ancestral spirits’ residence, but did not know
where to go due to the absence of descendants, should become a forsaken soul. When hungry, no one offered a
bowl of rice, when cold, no one sent a coat. Vietnamese Dictionary says, “A forsaken soul is the soul of a dead
person without being worshiped by his or her relatives” (Phe, 2005, p. 87). Having a baby does not mean that
after death becomes an ancestral soul in the house, there is also an important condition that the child can live,
mature, get married and reproduce. Therefore, it is the responsibility of the parent to give birth to a child who
can take care of the child and help the children to form an adult family. In this way, it is ensured that the worship
continues, creating generations of ancestor worship. With that in mind, Vietnamese people take care of their
children very carefully, teach them traditional knowledge, and organize marriage for them when they reach their
age. If conditions permit, they also do their best to take care of married children with new decent
accommodation and take care of great-grandchildren. The generations of the family go on and on, the dead never
become evil spirits, while this can happen at any time if the offspring do not continue to multiply.
Another condition is that the person naturally dies due to old age or illness, and is buried as usual. For
Vietnamese people, suicide, drowning, death, traffic accident, fire death, difficult childbirth, severe death or
starvation in the street market, etc., all those deaths are abnormal deaths to these causes are not classified as
ancestral souls that become wandering souls. Elderly people are invited by the family members to come and
preside over the funeral and chant “prayers”. How to bring dead souls to the right place of ancestral souls is
important. Therefore, the Vietnamese people have to organize a “good-soul” chanting ceremony to lead the souls
of the dead step by step to their destination. So the “tiễn hồn” (sending off the dead to the land) is also known as
the “guide for the soul”. Only after going through certain funeral rites and reaching the residence of ancestral
souls, the souls of the dead will be considered ancestral spirits in the home.
All the above biochemical viewpoints have created the existence of souls after death in the minds of Vietnamese
people. Therefore, a long time ago, the habit of worshiping the dead (souls) was formed in the daily spiritual
activities of Vietnamese people. That habit has lasted for a long time, gone through many generations and
become the custom of Vietnamese people. However, along with the changes of the time and the exchange and
adaptation of cultural flows in the world during the integration period, this worship custom has changed
compared to the original form and both positively and negatively affected the awareness as well as social
behaviors of part of Vietnamese people.
5. Faith in the Blessing and the Harassing of the Soul
Normally, dead souls that are not of the ancestor’s souls are considered to be ghosts, that is, death due to
shipwreck, war dead, suicide, dead in the streets, etc. or have no descendants of worship. Such dead people are
called abnormal deaths. Such unusual deaths are said to be unable to return to their homes. The devil has no
shelter, there was no food to eat, no water to drink, no clothes to wear, etc. and so on wandering all day long, no
one is worshiping. Therefore, these souls will generate hatred towards the living. In Vietnam, the 7th lunar
month every year, according to the popular concept called “the month of the soul” or the month of “opening the
grave” (Figure 1). According to folklore, the seventh lunar month is the month in which “the devil is most
active”.
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Figure 1. Ritual openinng the hell dooor (Source: VO
OV)
Accordingg to many reseaarchers (Giau, 1973; Duy, 20002; Ngoc, 20002; Hinh, 2007), the origin oof the month of
o the
soul comes from King of
o Hell openingg of the “Devill Gate” on the 2nd of July (llunar calendar)) every year so
o that
the hungryy ghosts can reeturn to earth and then Full Moon in Julyy to return. Peoople think thatt July is the de
evil’s
month, whhich does not bring good luuck, so most oof the weddingg, starting to build house, sshopping, traveling
away, etc. are avoid Julyy. After comingg out of hell, hhungry demonss will wander around, meetinng people who
o will
harass peoople, meeting cattle
c
and poulltry that will hharass cattle annd poultry. Peoople who are hharassed by dem
mons
may get siick, suffer, bussiness risks, traade, travel, maay face accidennts, etc.; pets tthat are disturbbed by demons can
get sick, die, etc. Therefo
fore, accordingg to folklore, thhe earthly peopple must offer rice porridge, rice, and salt to
t the
hungry ghosts so that theey do not distuurb everyday liife.
Also accoording to manyy researchers (Giau, 1973; Duy, 2002; N
Ngoc, 2002; H
Hinh, 2007) siince ancient tiimes,
Vietnamesse people havee believed in thhe existence oof ancestral souuls. Ancestor rrespect went ddeep into the hearts
h
of the Vieetnamese peopple who do nott know from w
when they weere born. Everyy anniversary,, on the full moon,
m
especially Lunar New Year,
Y
on the anccestral altars oof every Vietnaamese family is offered a loot of flowers, fruits,
f
etc. to shhow their grattitude. Thank you and rem
member the anncestors, desiiring ancestrall souls bless their
descendannts. The spiritss of ancestors always bless ttheir children, wish them heealth, happinesss, luck in life, etc.
However, ancestors will punish if the descendants ddo not worshipp well. Therefoore, in order foor their ancesto
ors to
bless, the ddescendants will
w have to woorship very carrefully. There are many large and small rittuals in worshiping
the spirits of ancestors. The ancestor will be worshhiped on a veryy solemn altarr with enough re-plants, flow
wers,
incense, ettc. Every yearr, on the deathh anniversary, Lunar New Y
Year of Vietnam
mese people, ggraves of ance
estral
will be takken care of veryy carefully (Fiigure 2).
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Figure 2. The
T custom off visiting ancesstral graves on the occasion oof Lunar New Year
6. Custom
m of Worshipin
ng Souls of Viietnamese Peoople
6.1 Custom
m of Worshipinng Souls in thee Families (Worship of Ancesstors)
“Accordinng to ancient Vietnamese
V
peoople, death is nnot the end. A person is deadd but his or heer soul still rem
mains
and usuallly “frequents” the family. T
The body dissoolves, but the soul is immorrtal” (Anh, 20005, p. 11). Fa
amily
members ((grandfathers, grandmothers, fathers, mothhers, brothers, sisters, etc.) w
who are dead sstill have needss and
desires likke living. “Peopple also believve that life in tthe underworldd is the same aas life in on eaarth. The dead
d also
need such things as wheen they were aalive. In otherr words, the deead also needss to eat, drink,, spend money
y and
live in houuses like the livving” (Anh, 20005, p. 11).
Right afterr a person’s deeath (the soul has left his orr her body), to lighten the stteps of the souul when leaving the
body, the lliving people (relatives
(
in thhe family) willl have to lightt candles, burnn paper moneyy or gold to pay the
soul’s travvel expenses too the underworrld and make oofferings of foood and drinks tto reduce the hhunger and thirrst of
the soul.
People burrn things madee of paper exaactly like the thhings living people need likke furniture, hoorses, servantss, etc.
to the soulls; Rich peoplee even burn paaper bicycles, m
motorbikes, caars and sometim
mes planes. Inn the current so
ociety,
people alsso burn mobilees and tablets to souls. Thee sacred duty of a filial sonn is to meet aall the needs of
o his
deceased aancestors. In Vietnam,
V
the peerson who perrforms the abovve rituals is ussually the eldeest son (or relig
gious
grandson) of the familyy. In addition, children andd grandchildreen can also seet up their ow
wn altars at home.
h
However, on important days
d
such as ddeath anniversaary, grave trannsfer, etc., theyy must gather at the eldest so
on or
the patriarch’s home.
It can be said that “Thee custom of w
worshiping anccestors is the most popular belief of Vieetnamese people. It
comes from
m the conceptiion that the soouls of the deadd still exist in this world andd affects their ddescendants’ lives”
(Ngoc, 2002, p. 189). The
T worship off ancestors often takes placee on the death anniversary, hholidays and Lunar
L
New Yearr to commemoorate the deadd, show admiiration and respect and praay for all goood things to come.
Vietnamesse people take gratitude as ttheir moral fouundation, that is, descendantts must be graateful to those who
gave birthh to them. Thee death anniveersary of anceestors remindss descendants of the date w
when they died
d and
creates thee basis for fam
mily relations. N
Nobody know
ws whether therre are souls orr not, but one ccertain thing iss that
descendannts must be graateful to their aancestors (Figuure 3).
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Figure 3. A
Altar where thhe ancestor woorship in the faamily
Vietnamesse people makke offerings to their ancestorrs’ souls on their date of deaath (death annniversary), whiich is
usually callculated accordding to the lunnar calendar. D
Descendants beelieve that it w
was the date whhen their ancesstors’
souls wennt to the afterw
world. Not onlly on death annniversary, buut the worshipp of ancestors is also carried
d out
regularly oon the first annd the fifteenthh of lunar moonths, and holiidays. When tthere are impoortant events in
n the
house suchh as getting maarried, giving bbirth, buildingg new houses, ggoing away foor work, takingg examinationss, etc.,
Vietnamesse people alsoo make offerinngs to their anncestor souls to report and pray for good luck or to show
s
gratitude w
when their worrk is successfuul.
The naturee of the worshhip of the ancestors’ souls off Vietnamese ppeople originattes from the beelief that the living
and the deead have a cloose relationshiip with each oother. Descenddants pray for their ancestorrs and ancesto
ors to
protect andd guide their descendants.
d
S
So, the worshipp is consideredd a connectionn between the lliving and the dead
(San, 19988; Anh, 2005; Thanh, 2018).. Beliefs in thee death suggesst that “tử tuất quy thổ, cốt nnhục tê ư, hạ âm
â vi
giả thổ, kỳỳ phí phát dươ
ơng ư thượng vi chiêu minhh” (the dead ppeople were buuried in the grround, their bo
odies
were decoomposed, melted, buried in the ground weere only fake, the soul was allowed to flyy to the sky). This
means thatt people who die
d will surely return to the eearth; their flessh and bones ddissolve into thhe ground and their
souls fly hhigh in the airr. “The worship of ancestorrs is a belief ssince people cconsider their ancestors’ sou
uls as
tutelary deeities that proteect them in theeir whole lives” (Duy, 2002, p. 191).
6.2 Custom
m of Worshipinng Souls outsidde Community (Worshiping F
Forsaken Soulss)
In the myssterious worldd, there are abaandoned souls that wander oor have no relatives and frieends. These arre the
souls of uunlucky peoplee who died from accidents or poverty onn roads, at maarkets and theeir bodies were
e not
buried, woorshiped and loooked after. These souls waander behind ddark clouds, in drizzles, or lie on tree branches.
These are also the souls of people who drowned in rivers and seaas, hanging aboout the places where they died to
wait for otthers to die. Those
T
are calleed forsaken soouls. This led to the custom
m of worshipingg souls outside the
communityy.
The worshhip of souls ouutside the com
mmunity also ooriginated from
m the belief that these souls can also adve
ersely
affect the lives of livingg people. Withh the fear that these souls wiill ruin their bbusiness, peoplle worship them so
that they w
will create favoorable conditioons for their w
work. In additioon, the worshipp of forsaken ssouls is also a form
of seekingg security, prayying for good ccrops and prayiing for the peaace of the counntry and villagee.
Accordingg to the folk cooncept, since bbeing worshipeed by no one, tthese lonely soouls are left huungry and cold
d and
often wandder and spreadd woes to earthhly people. In particular, for people who ddie from injusttice, their soulss still
bear a lot of anger, so thhey become grroup “ôn hồn ddịch lệ” (thosee who die withhout anyone w
worshiping, the
e soul
wanders inn the earthly realm
r
to ask foor food) to harrm people. Therefore, earthlly people mustt make offerin
ngs to
them (Figuure 4). “It is believed
b
that thhose who are nnot worshiped must rob the porridge put iin banyan leav
ves in
the soul offfering ceremoony which is offten held in suummer or after summer, as w
well as on the fu
full moon of Ju
uly or
the end off the year. Roobbing porridgge in banyan lleaves is a misery of the soouls of the deaad; people without
7
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children arre often insulted by enemiess to be robberss of porridge inn banyan leavves” (Anh, 20005, p. 51). “In three
summer m
months, on the first and the ffull moon of eeach lunar monnth, people coook porridge, w
wrap it into ba
anyan
leaves andd leave these leaves with porridge inside aalong the roadds, which is caalled worshipinng all souls. So the
customs oof the Vietnam
mese people saaid that robbinng porridge off Da leaves iss saying peoplle without children
(Binh, 20005, p. 149).

Figure 44. Items to worrship souls outtside communiity
Thus, this belief has a great humanisstic meaning. IIt is a deep sym
mpathy for thee living towardds the dead and the
gratitude ttowards the anncestors who ccontributed to reclaiming laand, building vvillages and keeeping the villages
peaceful. T
There are manny different forrms of worshipping forsaken souls. Many ppeople just makke offerings bu
ut do
not worshiip, which is offten common aamong familiees and individuuals. There aree forms of woorship with worship
places (sm
mall temples), which
w
are oftenn popular in viillages and com
mmunes. “Thee souls and hunngry ghosts tha
at are
not worshiiped often wait at these offerrings and rob ssome porridge to eat. At pagoodas and tempples, people wh
ho do
charity oftten organize worshiping
w
cereemonies for foorsaken souls sso that these soouls have a plaace to enjoy” (Anh,
(
2005, p. 51). “In many places,
p
every yyear on the fulll moon in Julyy, or in the communal housee, or in a voluntary
associationn, set the colonn to make a veegetarian offeriing, offering tw
wo, three or fivve days” (Binhh, 2005, p. 149).
This viewppoint has creatted the belief iin the reward aand harassing towards good souls and evill souls in the minds
m
of part of Vietnamese people.
p
If peopple do good thhings, “improvve themselves”” and “accumuulate virtues” when
w
they are allive, their souls will be retuurned to the Buuddha realm, ““stay at pagoddas”, or will bbe reborn as hu
uman
beings agaain. For those who do bad thhings, “harm oothers” and creeate “evil karm
mas”, their souuls will be exiled to
the hell or be punished based
b
on their ccrimes.
7. Appearrance of the Custom of Worrshiping Soulss of Vietnameese People
Nguyen L
Lang in Vietnaam Phat Giao Su Luan (Viietnamese Budddhism Historry) said that ““The ceremony
y for
freeing huungry ghosts frrom sufferingss originated frrom India and was introduceed and prevailled in China in
n the
Tang dynaasty by Bat Khhong Kim Canng (Amogha),, also known aas Bat Khongg Tam Tang, frrom North Ind
dia, a
famous Dhharma heir off Mat Giao (K
Kim Cang Thừa - Vajrayāna)) disseminate”” (Lang, 1974,, p. 412). With
h the
above com
mments, that ceeremony was aactually the Ghhost Ceremonyy (the ceremonny for freeing hhungry ghosts from
sufferings)), not the offerring ceremony for souls in geeneral.
However, we have not seen
s
any docum
ments showingg exactly whenn the ceremonyy for freeing hhungry ghosts from
sufferings appeared in Vietnam.
V
Accorrding to Nguyen Lang, this cceremony wass widely dissem
minated in the Tran
dynasty. Itt was written inn Dai Viet Su Ky Toan Thu (2004) that thhis food offerinng ceremony w
was introduced
d into
Dai Viet inn 1302 by a Taaoist named H
Hua Tong Dao. “At that time, there was a T
Taoist from the North called
d Hua
Tong Dao following a merchant
m
ship to our countryy and stayed aat Yen Hoa whharf. The witchcraft and worship
became poopular since then” (Dai Viet Su Ky Toan Thhu, 2004, p. 922).
In 1320, thhe monk Phu Hue
H organizedd an altar at Phho Minh Pagodda in the palacce to pray for Emperor Tran Anh
Tong to livve longer. “Thhen queen motther Bao Tu assked Phu Hue to come to Phhổ Minh Pagoda to open the
e Hoi
Quan Đinhh (Abhiseka) (Dai Viet Su K
Ky Toan Thu, 22004), a Buddhhist ritual, whicch use water oor shampoo to wash
the top of one’s head. “W
When the illneess of Emperoor Anh Tông juust became woorse, Pho Huee wanted to me
eet to
8
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present the life and death” (Dai Viet Su Ky Toan Thu, 2004, p. 115).
According to Dai Nam Nhat Thong chi, in Nghe An and Quang Binh provinces, “In 1449, the temples for
worshipping souls were built but no one made offerings. In 1464, the offerings were prepared to sacrifice to
souls and were divided into upper, middle, and lower levels like the offerings made to all gods; every year, the
mandarins were ordered to make offerings in three seasons (spring, summer, autumn) and this became the
custom” (Hinh, 207, p. 75). According to Phan Huy Chu, “This ceremony began from the beginning of the Le
Dynasty, continued and remained unchanged” (Chu, 1992, p. 143).
In Hue, on the 23rd of the fifth month of the lunar calendar, people in Hue solemnly organize a ceremony to
worship souls. This ritual is organized for both family and community people in the same area, ward, district, etc.
The ceremony of worshiping souls in Hue is organized in such a solemn manner was because in 1885 the citadel
was lost to the French. The period of 1883 - 1885 was the most sensitive period in the history of Vietnam in the
Nguyen Dynasty (An, 1972; Giau, 1973). In 1883, after the French fired a gun into Thuan An, Hue Citadel fell
into a dangerous position and the court was afraid and nervous. At this time, only Ton That Thuyet was
determined to maintain the standpoint of fighting the French. According to some records, it seemed that most
families suffered from loss after the event. About 9,300 soldiers and civilians were killed on the spot. They were
soldiers, people, officials, teachers, and so on, dying for many reasons. They might die due to the guns and
bullets of the French, or due to jostling and stomping on each other while running away. They might fall when
trying to climb out of the citadel or misstepped into the numerous lakes in the citadel, especially Tinh Tam Lake
(An, 1972).
Thus, souls (spirits) are souls of people in the family and clan (ancestors, those who are dead); Forsaken souls
can be understood as the souls of the dead without being worshiped. They may be homeless people, people with
no relatives or people who had families and relatives but had to leave their homeland and died while fleeing from
the war in troubled times; They can be merchants who traveled everywhere and soldiers on battlefields who
unfortunately died and could not find their relatives and no one knew their names to worship every year. They
can be coastal fishermen, whose lives were associated with the sea, floating, wandering on the waves,
unfortunately died because of storms and their souls wandered everywhere. They became lonely souls that had
no one and no place to worship.
8. Conclusion
Originating from different beliefs in souls, Vietnamese people have different ways to worship these souls with
various forms of performance and practice. However, when entering different classes of people, these forms of
worship have changed and become profound folk beliefs. Through studying the custom of worshiping souls, it
can be concluded that:
The worship of souls is a socio-historical phenomenon. It is not only the behavior of the living towards their
ancestors and the homeless dead, but also the behavior among those who still are living in this world.
This is a humanistic belief, demonstrating good natures of Vietnamese people: respecting affection, loving
people, and feeling pity for unfortunate fates. This belief has integrated four immeasurables of Buddhism to form
an extremely humanistic custom.
Apart from being a traditional spiritual ritual, with the influence of Buddhism, the worship of souls has many
other meanings, including the thoughts of praying for peacefulness and good crops of inhabitants in the past and
today. In human life, people always face risks, uncertainties, and catastrophes, so they need to be blessed by the
dead.
So far, the worship of souls still plays a very important role in the spiritual life of Vietnamese people. Along with
the development of society, this custom has changed in both positive and negative directions. However, the
values that it brings are undeniable, in which there are factors of Buddhism, Taoism, and many other religions.
Knowing how to select and integrate the progressive elements of foreign religions into the forms of folk beliefs,
including the worship of souls, makes the beliefs more abundant and diverse.
This is a unique feature in the cultural tradition and habits and customs of the Vietnamese nation. Together with
other folk beliefs, the custom of worshiping souls has also become a beauty in the diverse beliefs of Vietnamese
people. Thus, in order to study the folk culture of Vietnamese people, it is necessary to study the forms of folk
beliefs and the worship of souls is a typical example.
Acknowledgments
This study was supported by University of Transport and Communications, Vietnam.
9

ass.ccsenet.org

Asian Social Science

Vol. 16, No. 3 2020

Ethical Clearance
I confirm that the paper is original unpublished work, not submitted or to be submitted for consideration
elsewhere. All procedures performed in studies involving human participants were in accordance with the ethical
standards in academic research.
References
Algra, K., Barnes, J., Mansfeld, J., & Schofield, M. (1999). The Cambridge History of Hellenistic Philosophy.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
An, P. T. (1972). Phong Thanh Hue. Historical high school essay. Vietnam: Saigon.
Anh, T. (2005). The Custom of Worshiping in Families and Public Places in Vietnam. Hanoi: Thanhnien.
Binh, P. K. (2005). Vietnamese custom. Hanoi: Culture Information.
Bremmer, J. (1983). The Early Greek Concept of the Soul. Princeton: Princeton University Press.
Burnet, J. (1916). The Socratic Doctrine of the Soul. Proceedings of the British Academy, 7, 235-259.
Christian
Timothy,
H.
(2013).
Soul
and
Eternal
https://timhieutinlanh.com/biengiao/linh-hon-va-su-chet-doi-doi/

Death.

Received

from

Christopher, M. (1979). Search for the Soul: An Insider's Report on the Continuing Quest by Psychics &
Scientists for Evidence of Life after Death. Thomas Y. Crowell, Publishers.
Chu, P. H. (1992). Least-year charter schedule. Hanoi: Social Science.
Clarke, & Peter. (2014). Neuroscience, Quantum Indeterminism and the Cartesian Soul. Brain and Cognition,
84(1), 109-117. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bandc.2013.11.008
Claus, D. (1981). Toward the Soul, New Haven and London: Yale University Press.
Duy, P. D. (2002). Spiritual Culture. Hanoi: Culture Information.
Dzu, N. K. (1963). History of Chinese Philosophy. China: Beijing.
Frede, M. (1992). On Aristotle’s Conception of the Soul. Nussbaum & Rorty, 93-107.
Furley, D. (1956). The Early History of the Concept of Soul. Bulletin of the Institute of Classical Studies,
University of London, (3), 1-18.
Giau, T. V. (1973). The Development of Thought in Vietnam from the Nineteenth Century to the August
Revolution. Hanoi: Social Siences.
Hinh, N. D. (2007). Vietnamese Spirituality. Hanoi: Bach Khoa Dictionary.
History of Chinese Culture (History of Chinese Culture). (Thuan, T. N., Dat, D. D., & Chi, D. P., Trans). (1999).
Hanoi: Culture and Information.
Huong, N. X. (2009). Beliefs of coastal residents in Quang Nam - Da Nang. Hanoi: Encyclopedia & Cultural
Institute.
Huu, T. S., & Can, T. H. (1990). Chinese Fairytales. Shanghai: Literature & Art.
Kerferd, G. (1971). Epicurus’ Doctrine of the Soul. Phronesis, 16, 80-96.
Lang, N. (1974). Vietnam Buddhism History. Saigon: La Boi.
Lien, N. S. (1689) (Edit, 2004). Dai Viet Su Ky Toan Thu (Vol. 1). Hanoi: Social Science.
Lien, N. S. (1689) (Edit, 2004). Dai Viet Su Ky Toan Thu (Vol. 2). Hanoi: Social Science.
Lorenz, H. (2008). Plato on the Soul. In G. Fine (Ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Plato. Oxford: Oxford
University Press.
Max

Planck.
(1937).
Religion
and
Natural
Science.
https://archive.org/stream/in.ernet.dli.2015.177537#page/n151/mode/2up

Ngoc, P. (2002). Vietnamese Cultural Identity. Hanoi: Literature.
Phe, H. (2005). Vietnamese Dictionary. Vietnam: Danang.
Sam, H. P. (1995). Chinese Taoism great Dictionary. China: Shanghai.
San, N. M. (1998). Access to Vietnamese Folk Beliefs. Hanoi: Ethnic Culture.
10

Received

from

ass.ccsenet.org

Asian Social Science

Vol. 16, No. 3 2020

Santoro, G., Wood, M. D., Merlo, L., Anastasi, G. P., Tomasello, F., & Germanò, A. (2009). The anatomic
location of the soul from the heart, through the brain, to the whole body, and beyond: A journey through
Western
history,
science,
and
philosophy.
Neurosurgery,
65(4),
633-643.
https://doi.org/10.1227/01.NEU.0000349750.22332.6A
Sarao, K. T. S., & Long, J. D. (2017). "Jīva (Jainism)". Buddhism and Jainism. Encyclopedia of Indian Religions
(p. 594). Springer Netherlands. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-024-0852-2_10039
Swinburne, R. (1997). The Evolution of the Soul. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Tham, H. B. (2014). Realizing the Nature of Consciousness and Spirituality. Received from
https://www.chungta.com/nd/tu-lieu-tra-cuu/nhan-thuc-lai-ban-chat-cua-y-thuc-va-tam-linh.html
Thanh, D. (Edit, 2018). Tho Mai Gia Le. Thanh Hoa: Hong Duc
Thu, N. T. (1997). The Influence of Ideologies and Religions on Vietnamese People today. Hanoi: National
Politics.
Tien Duc Association. (1931). Vietnam Dictionary. Saigon: Mac Lam.
Tocarev, X. A. (1994). Early Religious Forms and their Development. Vietnam: Hanoi.
Trang, H. N., & Tuong, T. N. (1999). Nam Bo Temple Ancient and Present. Vietnam: Dong Nai.
Tylor, E. B. (2000). Original Culture. Hanoi: Art and Culture.
Watson, W. H. (1997). Soul and System: The Integrative Possibilities of Family Therapy. Journal of Psychology
and Theology, 25(1), 123-135. https://doi.org/10.1177/009164719702500112
Y, N. N., & Huy, C. (2011). Cultural Dictionary, Traditional Vietnamese Customs. Hanoi: Vietnam Education.
Copyrights
Copyright for this article is retained by the author(s), with first publication rights granted to the journal.
This is an open-access article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution
license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

11

