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NGUYỄN NGỌC MAI*

RESEARCH ON FUNDAMENTAL VALUES 

OF THE TRADITIONAL RELIGIONS IN VIETNAM

Abstract: Religions emerged from a very early age and could exist independently with political institutions. The significant impacts of religion on human being, society and culture have led to recognize that religions as social entities of the social sciences and politics. This has created the new changes in the perception of religion in general and of religious values in particular. This article examines and clarifies the basic values of the traditional religions in Vietnam in terms of ethic, education, and history.
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1. Introduction

Unlike other great religions in Vietnam, Vietnamese traditional religions are fairly diverse with many forms of worship. They can be divided into the following forms: The Cult of human gods  is a form of worshiping men who had meritorious contributions to the people, to the country such as fighting against the enemy, setting up villages, hamlets, transmitting occupations, treating diseases. They have been worshiped in communal houses, temples and shrines, and they were honored as gods, deities  by people or the feudal state conferred them as the gods. At present, worship facilities still retain many such ordinances (sắc phong); The worship of ancestors is a form of worshiping ancestral souls in scale of family and clan, The cult of natural God is a form of worshiping the natural mysterious powers that were considered as deities like mountain god, water god, forest god, earth god, plant god, snake god, rock god, etc..
These religious forms are charactezied by flexible institution (open and variable institution). Rituals  are organized and practiced by communities with common beliefs and regional, local identities. Therefore, it is not easy to evaluate the value of these religions. However, it can be based on some of their characteristics and basic meanings to determine these types of religion’s values in some dimensions as follows:
2. Historical dimension

2.1. The traditional religions in Vietnam as folk historical data of formation and development of ethnic communities
In this aspect, the most obvious manifestation is the worship of the ancestral kings (vua tổ) and the heroes. The communal houses and temples have been existed until today as evidence of a journey to fight, to construct and to preserve the national independence. The maintenance of annual rituals with formal practices has been considered as a testimony of the indisputable truth of the existence, domination, and coverage of dynasties to the village system. Especially, it is also the assertion of the ownership of the territory of Vietnamese people from Lạc Viet Age. As the successors of Hùng Vương, Thục Phán, the kings of Đinh, Lê, Lý, Trần, Nguyễn Dynasties became the landmarks of national history. It is very important as they are “imprints” in the ideology of the Vietnamese on the spirit of independence, self-strengthening and the unyielding will against foreigners. This spirit was reflected in the poem “Nam quốc sơn hà”. This fact was confirmed by wars to defend the country during the history process of the Vietnamese from 179 BC to 1975. 
In parallel with the worshiping the ancestral kings in Vietnam, the traditional religions included a system of communal house where worshiped Patron God of village or Village Ghosts (called by the ethnic minorities). These were the nucleus of the culture, the history of the village, and then the Vietnamese behavior was born that formed and referenced the whole Vietnamese culture later: flexible comportment like water (ứng biến linh hoạt như nước). In addition, the custom and taboo in rituals of the communal house also indicated that this religious institution has existed as a system of cultural ciphers reflecting the truth of the origins and the assertion of the hegemony of local forces through different periods.

The story of Cao Lỗ God and the status of this God in the Vietnamese mentality and the monarchical regime’s consciousness of the image of Đô Lỗ who created of magic crossbow did not only reflect relics of stone worship but it also showed the spiritual crisis of the transitional period of Hùng Vương - Thục Phán through self-presentation of history and the status of Cao Lỗ God and Cao Biền. It revealed the truth about the process of sharing power between the uplands and the lowlands; the God of stone and the God of swamp and river, it means upland elements were weakened, even were replaced by lowland elements. It can be said that the period marked the upland crop economic pattern was replaced by the wet rice economy, the delta became the strength and suitable topography for the establishment of a new civilization - wet rice culture, Red River civilization. 
2.2. Moral dimension
In traditional religions, a relatively high proportion of the sacred objects (worshiped objects) was accounted that had merit with the people, the country in the fields of fighting against enemy, vocational training, village establishment, teach singing and dancing, or even death at the sacred hour who could affect the security of the villagers... The worship and ritual has been passed through the generations of Vietnamese people from ancient to present. In fact, it is also the education of the way and the adherence in the behavioral dimension: towards human beings with gratitude and respect, towards the nature with harmony. This way of behavior has affected all aspects of human life in the land of Vietnam. By the motto of respecting - worshiping people of the previous generations, the manner of this behavior expressed by the worship and sacrifice every month, every year which has created habits and has been maintained through generations. It also educated people towards greater things, live and act for noble aspiration. The thought of “drinking water, remembering its origin” became a life style, a measure of human ethics of the Vietnamese.
However, the Vietnamese comportment towards the deities is a two-way relationship, or in other words, demanding democratic right between humankind and the gods. This attitude is expressed in the respectful worship of deities, but not in fear, in order to approach and to establishing a reciprocal relationship, the responsibility always associated with benefit. Human kinds are responsible for the worship of the deity, in contrast, the deities (including ancestors and the heaven- ông trời) are responsible for the blessing of the human being. Therefore, the ancient customs of many villages that when there was the drought they prayed for the deity but their wishes did not come true, the villagers brought the deity wooden tablet to dry under the sun; When there was the flood, they also prayed for the deity, but the problem was not solved, the villagers put the statue of deity (made of clay) in the water (Trần Ngọc Thêm, 1997). This phenomenon is also found in the divine vows of ethnicities in the Central Highlands with the formula: “The deities (call the name of each deity), we want (tell requirements), we have given you (a list of offerings), we hope you will help us achieve what we desire. In some places, people also add a statement that: if you do not help us, we will not worship you anymore in the next year (Tô Ngọc Thanh, 1995).
Thus, the use of offerings in the ritual of the deities of the Vietnamese is really just expectation of having more material. It is a practical thinking, daily life of agricultural farmers who grow rice. It can be said that the power of the deity in the Vietnamese thinking is not only the salvation of souls or the soothes the inner hurt, the mental exhaustion or explanation the life after death, but for the Vietnamese, the deities that dwell in the high place, in their minds meet their demand for food, clothing and happiness of material life. This mentality inspires the invocations to the deities of inhabitants in the delta and in the mountainous regions, of both the major ethnicity and the ethnic minorities. This is the ethical behavioral aspect with typical democratic spirit of traditional religions in Vietnam, which is different from the foreign religions. In Vietnam, before participation in the exam, doing business, marriage, praying for having children, health, and material possessions, they express their wishes before the divine altar and ask for help.

Many studies on the traditional religions in Vietnam have called this code of conduct as a manifestation of the democracy, in fact it is merely a reflection of a permanent insecurity of residents live on a sensitive land in the aspect of geography and geo-politics. For the Vietnamese, they do not appreciate the origin of Gods, deities but they evaluate the importance of the deities’ identity and function in relation to their needs. In the folk consciousness, the gods, deities are crystallization of wisdom and powers that human beings desire to establish, to build an existential living where there is food, good health, many children and grandchildren. Therefore, the traditional religions of the Vietnamese express a deep existential meaning. This is the reason why the Vietnamese also worship the Chinese generals such as Sĩ Nhiếp (Shi Xie), Sầm Nghi Đống. As William James stated “Beliefs are effective not because they are credible, but because they are effective
.
3. Aesthetic dimension
3.1. The supernatural world of the polytheism of the Vietnamese as a model for the secular life 

Because of hard life, facing all risks due to natural disasters, understanding the unlimited power of human beings, the Vietnamese people have been filled with the permanent aspiration to conquer the nature, to win the evil, to build a happy life. This mentality has been enriched by the Vietnamese generations and it has been built and crystallized into divine images: these are the divine motifs that can understand human beings as well as do thing instead of people, even live on behalf of people when the institutions or the contemporary ruling classes make them unable to live as they desire. Therefore, in terms of aesthetics, the myths and legends of the gods and deity in Vietnam like epic about fighting against the enemy, the universe creation, doing business, entertainment. For example, the image of Nüwa or Nügua repaired the Pillar of Heaven, Ms. Ải Lậc Cậc of the Tay people created the world; Sơn Tinh prevented floods by high mountains; Chử Đồng Tử taught people do business; Thánh Gióng used bamboo against the invaders, the Mother Goddess Chúa Liễu encouraged the kindness, punished crime; the Woman King (Vua bà) of Kinh Bắc set the response in the love song of male and female, etc..
All these sacred symbols are the dream of natural dominance and the desire to live freely beyond the boundary of the Confucian doctrines to bind many generations, especially women. The image of the goddesses represents the aspirations of living, of loving. In particular, the desire of fertility (khát vọng phồn thực) was manifested with the folk religion of Bà Banh/ Bà Đanh even though it was a typical representative of foreign deity (in the capital of the Confucian monarchy).
3.2. Thanks to religious feelings, people can see the life from a new angle and reflect on the variability of things 

Religious emotion is a complex phenomenon that comprises the worldview, the specific values. It has a great influence on the lifestyle, conception and values of the individual (emic). 
In general, religious feelings play a role as a motivation for shaping religious belief. Many psychologists have regarded religious feelings as the fundamental source of religion, which is the unity of admiration and fear of divine. Religious feelings also have two dimensions: positive emotions (love, respect, devotion to gods and to the religious community) and negative emotions (dependence, anxiety and fear)
. It can be said that religion has comforting function that helps individuals relieve stress states, and finds solutions to some deadlocked situations in their life
.
On the other hand, it binds people to supernatural forces and to practice the norms of the sect. Emotion of religious practice also has different stages of development during ritual. According to Vũ Dũng (1998), religious feelings usually experience three stages:
The first stage, the intensity of religious feelings gradually increases, the negative emotion prevails, the ritual instructor calls for repentance. This call affects the psychological - physiological system of attenders make the intensity of emotions increase.
The second stage, the intensity of feelings increases, it moves to the highest stage, the inner of believers has important changes, the negative emotions transform into positive emotions, from feelings of fear, guilt turn into feelings of serenity, happiness.
The third stage, when the intensity of feelings reaches its peak, appearence of a suppressing process helps feelings to return the initial intensity but it is positive emotions: serenity, sometimes with hope. For many believers, the soul is refreshed, liberated. Absolutely, there is participation of many factors in the emancipation process such as physiology, vegetarian regime, psychological mechanisms, imitation and psychological spread...
William James’s research suggests that religious feelings bring people a feeling to the miracle, to new conception, to new values and divine. When religious feelings come over human mind, emotion, value and human existence, they touch on the fundamental consciousness and the integration
.
How religion is interpreted depends on the culture, thought and language of each individual and ethnic group and it is recognized at the time of the sensation. In many cases, religious feelings suddenly occur and direct human life to a new way. Sometimes, the religious feelings arise when believers pray or reflect on it or practice of rituals. The emotions will be strengthened, stimulated, or reduced by believers (emic) through the rituals. From this characteristic, William James affirmed the result of religious adherence: avoiding insecurity; perceive the previously unknown truths; a feeling of objective changes that are taking place in the world (in other words, religious adherence assumes a new view of the world, a new perception, more integrity about yourself) 
.
According to the Western viewpoints, this state is called religious experience, with the following characteristics: 1) It is indescribable by language (mystical emotion is indescribable and very different from ordinary experience); 2) Intuition (it is a state of knowledge, although this state could not be expressed, there is a type of consciousness called revelation)
; 3) It cannot last long; 4) There is no activity of the will (in the time of personal mystical feeling, it is perceived rather than act)
. For each individual, especially those who have absolute religious belief, the religious feelings make them awake, in many cases, they are enlightened the truth and their mentality is completely shifted from “stress, hopelessness, pain” to “assurance, acceptance and spiritual world”
. Nguyễn Ngọc Mai’s research on the psychological state of the believers of the worship of mother goddesses (đạo Mẫu) in Vietnam has also shown similar results: despite their different desires, they all show their emotions after being “to mount the medium”, “going into trance” or “receiving incarnations of the deities” (lên đồng hầu bóng) that they feel comfortable, serene, healthy... In comparison with the emotional state of believers before performing the medium ritual (nghi lễ trình đồng) “the dominance of negative emotions as dependence, anxiety and fear in their minds, it may be considered as a state of insecurity. When they perform the ritual (to mount the medium), they experience and enjoy the comfort after the ritual. In particular, participation and efficiency of sound system makes many sensitive people have positive emotions at a high level. At the end of the medium ritual, they regain their balance, calm, comfort and excitement. It affects the transformation of a negative psychological state into a positive psychological state after performing the medium ritual. Naturally, it has a powerful effect on strengthening the religious belief that was previously vague (in their view, they are fortified and supported by the Deity). It can be said that the medium ritual is a consonance of many factors that transforms the spiritual awareness of believers, establishes a stable religious belief in their consciousness”
.
3.3. The traditional religions create the Vietnamese cultural heritage 

The former General Secretary Lê Duẩn stated that Vietnamese folk culture created the Vietnamese people, if the folk culture exists, the Vietnamese will exist. Cultural researchers indicated many evidences that the Vietnamese had lost the national independence but they have never lost their villages. And the villages have existed so the nation has still existed. Village culture has become a cultural constant, a key to all institutions of governance, if the villages can be hold, we will hold the people and the country...
The village culture consists of banyan tree, landing-stage (wharf), communal temple yard. The banyan tree’s shadow is a place to rest for people after hard working hours. However, there is also the blessing of the deity; the communal temple yard is a place where takes place all activities of the village community, a place of entertainment where all the members of the village are equal before the deity, where the whole community practices the best things towards the deity. They are looking forward to the blessing of the deity. In addition, this religious nucleus has shown all the talents, thoughts and dreams of man. The fine art of the ancient Vietnamese (painting, architecture and sculpture) has been shown in the communal temple. These architectural heritages still affirm the durable value through the time such as the sculptures of the communal temples: Tây Đằng, Kim Liên, Chu Quyến, So (Hà Nội); Thổ Hà, Phù Lão (Bắc Giang)… Thus, the communal temple is not only a religious place but it is also a place of the sublimation of art, freedom of thought, even there is also a folk wisdom. With such diverse functions, the communal temple for the God of the village is not only a spiritual symbol but it is also a symbol of aspirations and emotions, wisdom. For the Vietnamese, it is not only a sacred place but it is also a symbol of the truth - the goodness- the aestheticism (Chân-Thiện-Mỹ), a symbol of the best things.

The ancient Vietnamese villages were quiet with sounds of chicken at noon and noisy in the tax season, if there was no village festival, how the hard working people could sublimate their feelings. The village festival was a time to practice the sacred ritual but it was also a crucial moment of the village culture. The death day of deity was also the village festival, all local people had the opportunity to communicate with others. Villagers participated in agricultural products contest. The poorest people in the village also had a chance to wear new clothes, to exchange, to understand the others. The cultural nuances were originated from these festivals and they become products that have been shown to be recognized as human cultural heritage. For example, the gongs festival in the Central Highlands derived from religious rituals to worship the Sơ gong deity; Quan họ Bắc Ninh folk singing originated from the custom of worshiping the deity in the Vua Bà temple; Hát Dậm Ninh Bình singing derived from the worship of the Mountain god (núi Cấm); Hát văn, múa bóng derived from worshiping Mother goddesses; Ca trù was also started at the ceremony of the communal temples. In addition, Xên bản, Xên mường festival of the Thai people was the cult of the village god and it was a chance for the Thai people to perform their dance; Sơn Đông festival of the Hmong people was the worship of tea plant and it was also a chance to dance (múa khèn) all day and night. In this aspect, the performance that dedicated to the divine was just an excuse for the hard working people’s soul being sublimated and all artistic activities above the threshold without control, punishment in the sacred space.
Landing-stage (wharf) has been a meeting place of the village, where the procession of water for the ceremony has been held, so it has been become a sacred place where the whole community gathered to exchange, to communicate and it has been become a commercial place of village (Chợ búa or Chợ bến). The system of new markets was the source of the romantic story between a princess of the Hung King with a poor man named Chử... The temple that dedicated to them is still on the strip of land (Bãi Tự nhiên) on the bank of the Red river.
Thus, the traditional religions are not only a spiritual support for the Vietnamese over centuries but they are also a response to the existential aspirations, to the hard life being sublimated, to the emotions being extricated from the village rules. The deity forgave, witnessed and supported for all activities, including those that were prohibited by the exotic religions or by the forbidden of Confucian ideology. The Vietnamese farmers were happy to sing, to learn, to love each other without fear
. From a psychological point of view, when the emotions are sublimated, the creation will be begun. In Vietnam, the deity witnesses, responses and accepts the human beings’ things. That is the philosophy of the Vietnamese traditional religions. As a spiritual support, the presence of deity and place of worship, the traditional religions have played a role as the nucleus of the Vietnamese cultural heritage.
4. Ideological dimension
The Female factor is one of the most prominent elements in the Vietnamese traditional religions. Yin surpasses in the ranks of deity. A summary of Mai Thị Ngọc Chúc and Đỗ Thị Hảo showed that 75 goddesses are worshiped in Vietnam. In particular, the goddesses have an important role in the spiritual life of the Vietnamese such as Liễu Hạnh of the Red river delta; Thiên Yana of the Central Coast, Bà Đen of the South Central Coast, and Bà Chúa Xứ of the South West. In the Vietnamese/ Southern culture, the female element is considered as an important part of the continuation and preservation of the traditional culture. It is a barrier to the invasion of foreign culture as well as it is a manifestation of the national consciousness that affirms its distinctiveness and reacts to the Chinese culture. The story Mị Châu is considered as an evidence. Mị Châu is an emblem of the ancient noble woman which is the common name of the princess- Mệ Nàng. The magic crossbow was kept by Mị Châu. According to the viewpoint of the ancient society, the crossbow surveillance of Mị Châu showed “the matriarchal society (tính cách truyền theo dòng mẹ) and the crucial role of the woman in the ancient society, it can be understood that keeping the crossbow means preservation of tradition” (Tạ Chí Đại Trường, 2000: 27). A high proportion of gender in the sacred system of the Vietnamese has beeb found when these factors were carefully examined. If the outer layer of culture is detached, the Vietnamese water rice nuclear will be clearly manifested though they belong to Buddhist culture such as Dặn (Rặn)/ Dâu temple in Bắc Ninh province; Bà Đậu, Bà Giàn temples…

Man Nương (an indigenous woman) is not a private name but it is a common name to call a woman during matriarchy (náng mán = nàng chửa). This is also a sign of a social power and it can be seen in the historical personage like Hai Bà Trưng, Bà Triệu, etc.. The rain rock (Hòn đá cầu mưa) “shape of a male reproductive organ” has been kept in Dâu pagoda with the title of Đức Thạch Quang (Buddha). The sacred subordinate features of the deity became the Buddha of Cloud, of Rain, of Thunder, of Lightning (Phật Mây, Mưa, Sấm, Chớp) that overwhelmed the official Buddha, even a great power, they must respect Man Nương as the ancestor although her temple is just a village pagoda
.
A series of goddesses was incarnated into the generals of Bà Trưng and Bà Triệu during the period of Confucian monarchical culture, however, it has expressed the characteristics of the Southern agricultural culture such as Princess of the Forest (Bà chúa rừng) became Bà Bát Nàn, Mẫu Thượng Ngàn. The difference from the North is manifested in a system of goddesses as Mẫu Sơn (Lạng Sơn), Mẫu Cửu Trùng (Tam Đảo); Thiên Ya Na/Hòn Chén (Huế); Bà Chúa Xứ/ Núi Sam (An Giang)… instead of Thạch linh, Mountain god (symbol of Yang). This system of goddesses has shown a counterbalance to the patriarchal culture of the Han.
“Hèm” custom has been a village secret in the worship deity festival over the country. It has not only indicated the hidden the status of divinity that was covered in order to be suitable to the thinking of the ruling class, but “Hèm” has also demonstrated that the will of the village always exists in the mind of people. If the rule of king was humanistic, it would be coexisted with the village’s custom as the worship of Ông Đùng and Bà Đà. If the rule of king was not humanistic, it would be even defeated by the the village’s custom. That was a reason when the Court examined a series of gods to “license” the rank of gods as upper, middle, lower class in 1572, the folk gods were received a new background, but the nucleus of the gods’ worship festival still kept the interest “Hèm” custom (phồn thực)- desire of the agricultural residents for thousand years. There have been many such festivals like Tùng- Dí, Tứ nghệ (festival of Hung Temple); Trò chen (Nga Hoàng Festival); turning off lights (Rã La festival); cave games (Thầy pagoda); catching eels in the jar.
5. Conclusion
As the nucleus of the agricultural culture of rice farming, the traditional religions in Vietnam have conserved constants, information and cultural cryptography of the Vietnamese. Although it has never held the position of national religion, but the Vietnamese traditional religion has been considered as a subterranean stream that permeates the entire cultural system of Vietnam. It does not only regulate the behavior, the soul and the character of the Vietnamese but it also has the ability to refer, converge and form a barrier to external culture.
It is not sublime in comparison with the abstract doctrine systems, the traditional religion in Vietnam is simple and presents in daily life. It has “responsibility” for supplying “catalysts” for the permanent needs of the psychological, emotional and spiritual life. This makes it valuable and relevant to human life.

As the characteristics and functions mentioned above, the Vietnamese traditional religion is also the basic element which constitutes the spiritual life./.
* Institute for Religious Studies, Vietnam Academy of Social Sciences.
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Triết học tôn giáo (Philosophy of Religion), Nxb. Chính trị Quốc gia, Hà Nội, 2004: 62. 


Vũ Dũng (1998), Tâm lý học tôn giáo (Psychology of religion), Nxb. Khoa học xã hội, Hà Nội: 91.


By this effect, religion is more likely to be exploited in negative purposes.


William James, “Đa dạng của kinh nghiệm tôn giáo” (Diversity of religious experience), trong Triết học tôn giáo (Philosophy of religion), Nxb. Chính trị Quốc gia, Hà Nội, 2004: 19.


William James, “Đa dạng của kinh nghiệm tôn giáo”, ibid: 19.


Showing the knowledge that people receive by the supernatural way.


William James, “Đa dạng của kinh nghiệm tôn giáo”, ibid: 51.


William James, “Đa dạng của kinh nghiệm tôn giáo”, ibid: 19.


Nguyễn Ngọc Mai (2013), Nghi lễ lên đồng lịch sử và giá trị (Ritual of receiving incarnations of the deity- history and values), Nxb. Văn hóa, Hà Nội: 253.


Many villages’ custom allow boys and girls to tease, even love each other at the communal temple such as the Rã La village festival has a custom of “turning off the lights”; the Nga Hoàng village festival has a custom of “chen”; the festival of Thầy Pagoda has a custom of playing in Cắc Cớ cave.


Phan Đại Doãn, Lê Văn Mĩ (1987), “Phật Giáo dân gian vùng Dâu” (Folk Buddhism of Dâu region), Văn hóa Dân gian, số1: 68, 71. Nguyễn Duy Hinh (1987), “Hệ tư tưởng trước Lý” (Ideology before the Lý Dynasty), Nghiên cứu Lịch sử, số 5-6: 54, 60.
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