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Abstract: This study aims to examine the functional transformation of Chinese Yici institutions within the
context of Vietnamese-Chinese Buddhist integration. The study primarily employs historical methodology
and functionalist theory to analyze the process by which Buddhist institutions have encroached upon and
replaced the functions of traditional worship centers, within the broader context of social development
and transformation. The Chinese community in Ho Chi Minh City has a long-standing history. Their social
organization is fundamentally based on five linguistic groups, established during the French colonial period
on the foundation of regional affiliations. French policies allowed each linguistic group, represented by a
respective guild, to have its management structures, including cemetery temples. Chinese cemetery
temples operated under a system of regional affiliations, with charitable activities focused on honoring the
deceased and repatriating remains to their homeland. Over time, as the guild-based management system
dissolved, these cemetery temples gradually shifted their focus towards charitable activities, mutual aid,
connections with hospitals, and participation in festivals such as Vu Lan and the Lantern Festival. The
management structure transitioned from being regionally based to being under Chinese Mahayana
Buddhism or a combination of both. The Mahayana Buddhist tradition, rooted in the distinct beliefs of the
Chinese community, facilitated this functional transformation smoothly, aligning with Buddhism's
compassionate principles. The research finds that Mahayana Buddhist principles facilitated a smooth
institutional transformation, preserving cultural identity while shifting community functions toward

charitable work.
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Introduction

Within Chinese ! social organizations, particularly in religious establishments, there has been
a continuous overlap and integration of different belief systems over time, reflecting the practical religious
life of the community. The Chinese population in Ho Chi Minh City today represents a distinctive ethnic
group with unique religious practices.

Currently, the Chinese community in Ho Chi Minh City is undergoing significant changes in their
ethnic economic structures compared to the initial period of migration and settlement. The organizational
foundations of social and religious institutions have begun to shift in their functions, sometimes overlapping
in practice. This study examines these processes, highlighting the functional changes in organizations like
the Yici (Vietnammese: nghia ti) (ancestral worship halls) and the encroachment of Buddhism—specifically
Chinese Mahayana Buddhism—as it evolves into a new model in Ho Chi Minh City.

This study hypothesizes that Chinese Mahayana Buddhism, through a gradual process of vernacular
integration (local adaptation), has functionally replaced traditional Yici institutions in Ho Chi Minh City. This
transformation reshapes the religious and philanthropic roles within the Chinese community while
preserving cultural continuity.

Research question: How has Chinese Mahayana Buddhism specifically functionally transformed and
absorbed the roles of Yici institutions within the Chinese community of Ho Chi Minh City? Additionally, the
study explores: What does this transformation reveal about the broader socio-religious evolution of
Chinese diaspora organizations in Vietnam?

Methodology: The study primarily employs historical methodology combined with functionalist
theory. This approach traces the institutional transformation of Chinese religious organizations, focusing on
how Buddhist temples have progressively assumed the social and charitable functions originally held by
Yici. The analysis is contextualized within the evolving ethnic-economic structures and changing religious
practices among the Chinese community in southern Vietnam.

Functionalist theory, with a representative figure in A. R. Radcliffe-Brown, who conducted
ethnographic research in Africa and the Andaman Islands of Northwest Asia, is used to interpret social
structures and their roles. This theory examines social structures as the overarching forms encompassing
society and emphasizes that the functions of social institutions serve to maintain the survival and stability
of the society as a whole. The result of social functions is the preservation of a stable social structure.

In the context of the Chinese community in Ho Chi Minh City, changes in the traditional social
structure have led to transformations in the associated institutions, along with the functions each
institution performs, thus initiating a process of social restructuring. Functionalist theory highlights the
importance of exploring and analyzing the relationships among different institutions to understand their

respective roles in serving society and individuals.

! The term 'Chinese' used in this article refers to the ethnic Chinese community currently residing in Vietnam. While the term 'Hoa' is sometimes used, we

have opted for 'Chinese' to ensure the terminology aligns with international ethnographic standards.
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Therefore, the shift from a model based on regional or clan affiliations (déng huong) to a Buddhist
model in certain institutions reflects the broader process of social transformation within the Chinese
community of Ho Chi Minh City.

Literature Review: At present, in-depth and direct scholarly studies focusing specifically on Yici (£
fil)—a traditional religious and philanthropic institution among the Chinese—remain relatively scarce.
Nonetheless, several works provide relevant theoretical foundations and contextual insights that can
support further investigation into this institution.

One of the most influential is C. K. Yang’s seminal work Religion in Chinese Society (1961), which
distinguishes between institutional and diffused religion. Within this framework, institutions like Yici are
classified as part of diffused religion—informal yet deeply embedded in the fabric of Chinese social life.
These institutions, though lacking formal clergy or doctrine, function as central nodes of community
cohesion and charitable practice.

Other relevant studies examine how traditional Chinese religious practices adapt to modern social
changes. For example, Ji Zhe’s work on Non-institutional religious practices among Chinese youth (2006)
analyzes how grassroots religious life continues to evolve in response to shifting socio-cultural conditions.
Similarly, Yunfeng Lu’s dissertation Chinese Traditional Sects in Modern Society: A Case Study of Yiguan
Dao (2005) provides insight into how traditional sects transform their functions within contemporary
societies.

In the Southeast Asian context, Guangyu Song’s article Religious Propagation, Commercial
Activities, and Cultural Identity: The Spread and Development of Yiguandao in Singapore (2010) explores
the interaction between religious institutions, economic practices, and identity formation. Although Yici is
not the central focus, these studies offer comparative frameworks useful for understanding institutional
transformation in diasporic Chinese communities.

In Vietnam, direct academic inquiry into Yici remains limited. A notable exception is the article by
Du Qué Tién and H6 Minh Quang, titled “The Clan Oreganization of the Chinese in Ho Chi Minh City Through
the Perspective of Clan Ancestral Halls” (T6 chuc dong ho clia nguci Hoa & Thanh phd H6 Chi Minh qua
buc tranh tu duong) published in Journal of Chinese Studies, Vol 7 (251), 2022. While the article focuses
primarily on clan ancestral halls (t&r duong), it offers important observations about the persistence of
ancestral worship and the early forms of Yici among Chinese migrants in southern Vietnam.

However, most kinship-related studies tend to conflate concepts such as téng thdn (direct
descendants) and téng huong (regional kin), which further complicates the distinction between Yici and
other clan-based institutions. Importantly, Yici should not be seen merely as an extension of kinship
mechanisms but as a key component of the traditional guild (bang héi) system. Over time, this system has
transformed into hybrid religious-charitable structures now associated with hospitals and voluntary welfare

networks.
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Moreover, in smaller Chinese diaspora circles, distinctions between clan ancestral halls (t& ducng)
and Yici are often blurred due to overlapping functions and the fading presence of Yici as a visible
institution. This study therefore aims to clarify the historical development of Yici and examine how
Mahayana Buddhism has gradually supplanted its philanthropic roles within a restructured religious and

social framework in Ho Chi Minh City.

The History of Chinese Yici in Cholon - Ho Chi Minh City

1. The Fellow-Township Social Organizations of the Chinese in Cholon, Ho Chi Minh City:

During the French colonial period, the Chinese community was organized into five Bang (guilds or
associations), representing five fellow-township groups: Guangdong, Fujian, Chaozhou, Hainan, and Hakka.
The governance of the Chinese population was based on the organizational structure of these five groups.

The social structure of the Chinese community in Cholon was organized into closed, insular groups
within the framework of regional associations, known as Chinese guilds (“Bang” in Vietnamese). These
associations corresponded to sub-ethnic or regional affiliations, including the Congrégation de Canton,
Congreégation de Foukien, Congrégation de Hainan, Congrégation de Hakka, Congrégation de Tewchou.
Each Chinese guild was structured hierarchically, with personnel organized as follows: a leader (chef),
a deputy leader (sous-chefs), a supporting committee, and general members. Connections within
the Chinese guilds were maintained through a network of shared regional ties, and the leader's authority
was nearly absolute.

The Hakka guilds and Fujianese guilds followed similar patterns, though on a smaller scale.
The Hainanese Guilds was less prominent in Cholon, resulting in a comparatively simpler organizational
structure.

The connections among Chinese individuals within each Guilds were formalized through
agreements and legal mechanisms that bound members together.

» o«

Thus, Chinese guilds (“héi quan” “Bang” in Vietnammese) extended beyond their religious roles,
functioning as administrative units with significant authority. They facilitated the sponsorship of Chinese
immigrants and oversaw factories, workshops, and a range of companies that emerged along the port.
This growth, driven by a substantial influx of coolies, transformed Cholon into a port city managed under
the Bang system.

The organization of the Bang groups established key units such as guild halls (H6i qudn)—the main
centers for community activities. Each Bang maintained its own hospital, school, Yici (ancestral worship
hall), and cemetery. The Yici in Ho Chi Minh City represented such a fellow-township structure, managed
by the guild halls.

Although this model no longer formally exists today, it continues to serve as the foundational

framework for Chinese regional associations in the old Cholon area.

154



T 18 afiud 1 unsian - Agureu 2568

F184% H1H 20254F 1H-6H

This mechanism persisted throughout the French colonial period, aligning with the fellow-township
culture of the Chinese community. While some organizations have lost their original functions, the fellow-

township framework remains a central mechanism, and traces of the Bang associations are still evident.

2. Yici in Cholon - Ho Chi Minh City

Each Chinese guild operated with a system robust enough to meet the internal needs of its
members. This included the establishment of an administrative office (typically housed within a communal
hall), a Chinese guild-affiliated hospital, a Chinese guild-affiliated school, and a Chinese guild-affiliated
ancestral shrine (Yici). Notably, the ancestral shrine was a distinctive institution within the social structure
of the Chinese community in Cho Lon, serving as a sacred space for ancestor worship and as a facility for
repatriating the remains of deceased members to their homeland.

The Chinese groups established Yici, which served as spiritual spaces for honoring deceased
members of their respective communities. Historically, their primary function was tied to the fellow-
township framework. While the guild hall acted as a workplace or administrative center, the Yici
represented a spiritual connection for the Chinese community after death.

The Chinese in Vietnam (as well as in other Southeast Asian countries) were organized and managed
based on their communities of shared hometowns. Each group maintained its own cemetery and Yici,
where deceased fellow-townspeople were buried and collectively venerated.

Typically, a Yici was established as a place for communal worship. For the early Chinese settlers—
migrants seeking to establish livelihoods far from their homeland—these structures were vital landmarks,
continuously reminding them of their ancestral roots and nurturing connections, solidarity, mutual support,
and the continuity of traditions.

The term “ci” refers to a place of worship, while “yi” emphasizes its purpose as a space created
by and for fellow-townspeople living far from their native land. Initially, Yici were solely used for religious
worship. Over time, they evolved to serve additional roles, such as functioning as makeshift hospitals that
provided free medical care for disadvantaged members of the guilds. After 1975, greater emphasis was
placed on the healthcare role, leading to the reduction and transformation of Yici spaces.

The following Yici were established by various fellow-township groups:

The Fujian Chinese: The Fujian Chinese community established the Phuéc Thién Nghia Tu (##3%
F4). While the exact year of its construction remains unclear, an inscription on the pair of couplets at
the temple's entrance—dated to the 30th year of the Guangxu Emperor’s reign (1887)—suggests that the
temple was built to host ritual ceremonies and house over 200 ancestral tablets of the deceased buried
in the cemetery of the Fujian Chinese.

Over time, the Yici became integrated with the Phudc Kién Hospital (Hopital de Fou-kien) and
the Phudc Thién Medical Institute (##3% % F5), which was established in 1901. By 1978, the hospital facilities

155



o L3
2M5AIFAUANEY NUIANLIRLLNBATAIRAS

RS TUAT - RBRERS
associated with the nghia tir were developed into Nguyén Trai Hospital, and the Yici was separated from
the guild hall management. In 2005, the Yici was returned to its original management and underwent
restoration to resume its traditional functions, though many of the original artifacts were no longer
preserved.

The charitable role of the Yici has always been a priority, as evidenced in historical records such as
Fujian Cultural Documents (Fujian Wenxian She, 1968). Today, the Yici continues to operate a funeral
home for the Fujian group and maintains its philanthropic activities. These include providing free medical
consultations, distributing medicine, preparing herbal treatments, and donating clothing and essential
supplies to the impoverished and elderly.

Currently, the Yici is managed by the administrative boards of the Nhi Pha, On Lang, Ha Chuong,
and Tam Son guild halls (Fujian group). The temple committee organizes ancestor worship ceremonies
during the spring and autumn festivals, events that regularly include representatives from the District 5

government.

Table 1 Chronological of Phudc Thién Nghia TU (1835 2 i)

Year / Period

Key Events

Managing and Operating Units

1887 (estimated)

Possible construction of the Phudc Thién Nghia Tu,

establishment of the Fujian Chinese community.

Fujian Guild

Before 1901

Served as a site for the worship of over 200 ancestral tablets

of Fujian Chinese, associated with the community cemetery.

Congrégation de Foukien

(Fujian Congregation)

the management of Fujian Chinese guild associations.

1901 Establishment of the Phudc Thién Medical Institution;
integration with the Fujian Hospital.
1963-1968 Charitable role of Fujian Chinese community leaders Ly su hoéi Phuc Kién
documented in contemporary sources. (Fujian Management Council)
(unofficial, primarily maintained
by individual council heads)
1978 The hospital was converted into Nguyén Trai Hospital; Nguyén Trai Hospital,
the ancestral shrine ceased operation and was detached Local Government
from the guild hall.
2005 The shrine was returned to the Fujian Chinese guild, restored, | Nhi Phu, On Lang, Ha Chuong,
and reinstated for its original spiritual functions. and Tam Son Guilds.
Present Functions as a funeral hall and charitable center under
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The Cantonese Chinese: The Cantonese Chinese community established two main institutions:
Tué Nghia TU (BEZE4]) (1863) and Quang Trieu Thién Nghia Tu. These locations host annual ancestral
worship ceremonies, including rituals during the Qingming Festival (;Z#7&7, Thanh Minh) and the Yulan
Festival (A @7, Vu Lan) for fellow-township members.

Over time, Tué Nghia TU, located within Nguyén Tri Phuong Hospital, was renamed Bai Tu Lién Xa.
However, it still retains the original commemorative inscription, “Tdn kién Tué Nghia Tu bia ky” (Stone
stele engraving on the new construction of Tué Nghia Tu). The stele notes that it was established during
the winter of At SUU?, the fourth year of the Tongzhi Emperor's reign (1865), two years after construction began.

Forty-two years later, in March 1907, a major epidemic struck Cholon, leaving many without access
to medical care. Under the leadership of Hoac Thiéu Hung, the head of the Quang Triéu guild, along with
merchants such as Phung Dan So, Tran Duy Hitu, Diép Ba Hanh, and Ly Trac Phong, a petition was submitted
to the French colonial government to rebuild Tué Nghia T as a charitable convalescent home to care for
the ill. Initially, the facility was modest, with funding provided entirely by the Quang Triéu guild of Saigon-
Cholon. By the end of 1921, with the establishment of additional charitable hospitals by the Quang Triéu
guild, the facility was officially renamed Qudang Triéu Hospital during an inaugural ceremony. (See Table 3)

The Teochew Chinese: The Tugng Nghia Tu (1 4), established in 1881 (Chinese Golden Book,
2007: 71), is currently located within the premises of An Binh Hospital and managed by the administrative
board of the Teochew Chinese community. Historically, most deceased Teochew Chinese individuals had
their ancestral tablets enshrined here. These tablets often include the native places of the deceased, such
as Bat Ap, Triéu An, Triéu Duong, and Triing Hai, reflecting their origins.

The primary function of Yici was to foster a spiritual connection among fellow-countrymen and to
address philanthropic needs such as medical care and the repatriation of remains to their homeland.

During the French colonial period in Cholon, the Cantonese and Teochew communities were the
most prominent groups. Their Yici served as the key units for providing charitable services, paralleling the
role of similar institutions within Chinese communities worldwide. Funding, management, and rituals at
these Yici adhered strictly to the regulations set by the guild associations. (See Table 4)

The Teochew Association (Congrégation de Tewchou), with its religious foundation at the Nghia An
Guild, incorporated the Teochew office, the Teochew hospital (1915), which later became An Binh Hospital,
and the Tuong Nghia Tu, a place of worship located within the hospital. This unit also handled the
repatriation of Teochew Chinese corpses to the Donghua Hospital in Hong Kong. The large Guangdong
Association (Congrégation de Canton) at the time had its religious center at the Tué Thanh Guild, which
integrated the Guangdong office, the Guangdong hospital, and the Tué Nghia Tu, Quang Triéu Thién Nghia
Tu - the two main institutions responsible for repatriating the corpses of Guangdong Chinese to the Tung

Wah Hospital in Hong Kong. (See Figure 1)

2 At St (1865) refers to a year in the traditional sexagenary cycle (Heavenly Stems and Earthly Branches), a calendrical system historically used in China,

Vietnam, and other East Asian cultures.
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Figure 1 Letter from Bureau Cimetiere de Canton, Cholon, Annam, to Tung Wah Hospital on 12 March 1931
(R HE — [ SO, 1931)

Based on a report published in a newspaper, it can be observed that the number of corpses
(comprising immigrants) was remarkably large:

NG R EA RS AR R SRR RE = At vl WERANER =T H )\t
By HEZHMRBLA+LeRn MER =T =g /Lt /. S0BRERGAR, &R, B8, &
. Hhe, AR, R RI A AEER GRS, WA AARRAERG ST on. M CORFE SN AN H 2w E
%, FREAFERL (Xianggang Huazi Daily Newspaper, 10 July 1919)

(This notice pertains to the transportation of the remains of esteemed ancestors from the
communal ancestral shrine back to their homeland. The first shipment, comprising 3.489 sets of remains,
was transported by ship from Saigon on the twenty-ninth day of the third lunar month. The second
shipment, consisting of 3.396 sets of remains, was transported on the fifteenth day of the fifth lunar month
aboard the Kim Lang vessel. All remains were entrusted to the Tung Wah Hospital in Hong Kong as the
designated representative. Relevant districts, villages, charitable guilds, libraries, and educational
institutions are invited to claim the remains from the Tung Wah Hospital in Hong Kong. A financial subsidy
of two silver dollars per set of remains will be provided by the communal ancestral shrine. Dated the
fourth day of the sixth lunar month in the year Ky Mui®, Respectfully issued by An Nam Quéang Triéu and
Tué Nghia TW)

® Ky Mui (1919) refers to a year in the traditional sexagenary cycle (Heavenly Stems and Earthly Branches), a calendrical system historically used in China,

Vietnam, and other East Asian cultures.
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The Hainan Chinese: The Hainan Cemetery Temple, established by the Hainan Chinese community,
remains the only group in Ho Chi Minh City with its own dedicated cemetery. In the 1980s, the Quynh Phu
Guild Hall, representing the Hainan Chinese, acquired a large tract of land on the outskirts of the city near
the Binh Duong province border and developed it into a private cemetery. Since then, the ancestors of
the Hainan Chinese have been venerated at a temple located within the cemetery grounds.

From a management perspective, the Board of Trustees of the Quynh Phu Guild Hall has worked
in collaboration with the cemetery management to establish stringent regulations governing burial and
tomb construction. In 2009, the temple was rebuilt by the Board of Trustees. Despite its remote location,
representatives of the Hainan Chinese community organize annual spring and autumn ancestral worship

ceremonies, conducted according to Buddhist rites.

Table 2 Chronology of Hainan Cemetery Temple

Year / Period Key Events Managing and Operating Unit

1980s Quynh Pha Guild Hall (Hainanese Chinese) acquired land near | Quynh Phu Guild
Binh Duong province and established a private cemetery with

a temple on site.

2009 Hainan Cemetery Temple rebuilt by the Quynh Phti Guild Hall

Board of Trustees.

Present Hainan Chinese organize annual spring and autumn Buddhist
ancestral worship ceremonies at the temple despite remote

location.

The Yici of the Chinese community represents a spiritual model of fellowship. From a cultural
transition perspective, its philanthropic functions have facilitated connections with Buddhism in its
contemporary development, leading to changes in its structure and organization. Each Yici can be seen as
a spiritual mechanism of fellowship: enshrining the deceased members of the group and arranging
the repatriation of remains to their homeland when needed. Today, much of these functions have

undergone significant transformation.

Chinese Buddhist Sect in Ho Chi Minh City

Along with the influx of Chinese immigrants to Cholon during the migration from central Vietnam
to the southern regions, both Vietnamese and Chinese people arrived in Vietnam at various times. Buddhist
history records the presence of many Chinese monks who came to Vietnam to propagate the Dharma

nearly two millennia ago. Particularly in Saigon—Ho Chi Minh City—Buddhism has left a significant mark
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in the Chinese community for almost 300 years. Many older Chinese people still recall several important
places like Nhi Phii Temple, On Ling Assembly Hall, and That Phti Quan Wu Temple, where Buddhist
monks temporarily resided.

Before 1930, Chinese Buddhist monks practiced primarily in temples associated with specific sects,
and there was no formal Buddhist association.

In 1945, Venerable Théng Luong and Thanh Thuyén established Nam Phé Da Pagoda (District 6).
During the same period, other temples were built, such as Truc Lam Pagoda (District 11) by Venerable
Luong Giac, Hoa Nghiém Pagoda (Binh Thanh District) by Venerable Tho Da (1952), Tu An Pagoda (District
11) by Venerable Hoang Tu (1955), Van Phat Pagoda (District 5) by Venerable Diéu Hoa and Buc Bon (1959),
and Thao Budng Pagoda by Venerable Diéu Nguyén (1960) in District 6.

Thus, in the mid-20th century, Chinese Buddhism experienced a revival and growth within
the Chinese community, laying the foundation for the formation of the Chinese Buddhist Pagoda of
Vietnam in 1972, headed by Venerables Siéu Tran and Thanh Thuyén. For the first time, Chinese Buddhist
monks in Vietnam had a formal organization with legal standing. The association had regulations, bylaws,
and held its inaugural congress to form the Central Executive Committee on May 20, 1973.

In terms of worship, the Three Buddhas represent the main deities, placed alongside five other
statues at the outermost table (these five deities are distinct from those worshiped in Vietnamese
temples): Phd Hién, Di Lac, Quan Am, Van Thu, and Bia Tang Vuong Bodhisattva. Chinese Pagoda also
venerates the statue of Di Lac Buddha and Ngoc Hoang Thugng Bé (the Jade Emperor).

A distinctive feature of Chinese temples is the merit stone tablets, which record the names and
contributions of donors who funded the construction and restoration of the temples. Depending on
the language group, each temple has its own particular style of chanting and ritual instruments used.

On major religious holidays, Chinese temples also host large rituals such as the Three Thousand
Buddhas Ceremony, the Ten Thousand Buddhas Ceremony, and the Luong Hoang Ceremony.

The influence of folk customs and beliefs is deeply integrated into the worship rituals in Chinese
Buddhist temples. This integration forms the basis for the transformation of social functions of the temples,
with a gradual change process.

One of the most unique aspects of Chinese Buddhist Sect is its charity and social work. Many
associations have been formed to support the community since its early days in Vietnam, such as the Su
Truc Hién (District 5). The main activities of this association include charitable work, providing funeral
services, and organizing traditional music teams for religious festivals and funerals. The Minh Nguyét Cu St
Lam Buddhist Association, headquartered in District 5, has branches throughout the southern region,
including Soc Trang, Bac Liéu, Ca Mau, Can Thag, Sa Béc, and Ba Lat. The association's “Ho Niém” (spiritual
support) team was formed to perform memorial services for families of Hoa Buddhist sect members who

have passed away, offering prayers and ceremonies at ancestral altars and cemeteries.
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Charitable work has been greatly promoted in Chinese Buddhist temples, stemming from the belief
that charity earns merit for future generations. In District 5, where many Chinese people and Chinese
Buddhist temples are located, many notable individuals are known for their charitable efforts. For example,
Venerable Tué D6 at Quan Am Pagoda has over 1,000 members, and Venerable Téon That at Tu Buc
Temple serves as the head of the charity committee for the Gidc Ng¢ Newspaper. In December 1998,
a large charity event was organized to assist poor patients, with donations collected from philanthropists.
The proceeds were used to provide aid to the homeless and destitute.

The characteristics of Chinese Buddhist Sect in the southem region are still preserved today, forming
a distinctive lifestyle within the Chinese community in southern Vietnam, particularly in Ho Chi Minh City.

The term “Chinese Buddhist Sect” is used to distinguish this specific school from other Buddhist sects
present in Saigon before 1975. Today, under the leadership of Venerable Buc Bon, Hoa Buddhist Sect is
part of the Vietnam Buddhist Church.

Functional Transformation: From Clan-Based Worship to Charitable Models

Post-1957 to 1975:

Under the administration of the Republic of Vietnam (South Vietnam), Chinese individuals were
required to adopt Vietnamese citizenship, leading to the gradual dissolution of the administrative functions
of Chinese social organizations in Southern Vietnam. These legal changes redefined the identity of
the Chinese diaspora, integrating them into the broader Vietnamese national framework. Distinctive cultural
features of the Chinese community diminished, and its insular nature waned. Clan associations began
undergoing transformations during this period.

Post-1975:

The fundamental structures of Chinese organizations underwent significant shifts. Cemeteries, once
regarded as the exclusive “property” of these associations, were increasingly integrated into broader
mutual aid activities and healthcare operations. Buddhist practices began merging with the previous
functions of these cemeteries, leading to notable transformations. Clan associations ceased direct
management of cemeteries, and the tradition of repatriating remains to ancestral homelands became
obsolete. Consequently, these associations adapted to new communal needs.

The integration of Buddhist and folk practices became more pronounced over time. Chinese
Mahayana Buddhism, closely tied to the cultural practices of the Chinese diaspora, facilitated
the preservation of cemetery-related activities. Some cemeteries transitioned away from serving clan-

based functions to becoming mere burial grounds, while others evolved into Buddhist charitable temples.

1. Charitable Activities of Tué Nghia Tw - Pai T Lién Xa with Chinese Buddhist Support

Tué Nghia TU transitioned into a charitable hospital and was renamed Quang Triéu Thién Budng
(%38 %) before eventually becoming a Buddhist temple known as Dai Tu Lién Xa (k#&3&4t). Currently,
this site is located within the Nguyén Tri Phuong Hospital premises on Nguyén Tréi Street.
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The transformation into Bai Tu Lién Xa& was significantly influenced by the efforts of Venerable
Thich Phudc Quang (1908-1988). Born as Tiéu Mao on April 28, 1908, in Tan Héi Village, Van Linh District,
Guangdong, China, he was ordained in 1960 at Gidc Nguyén Pagoda in Khanh Hoi, under the guidance of
Venerable Thién Tudng, who bestowed upon him the dharma name Phudc Quang. Recognizing his Chinese
heritage, his mentor permitted him to follow Mahayana Buddhist practices to foster connections with
Chinese Buddhists and inspire their faith.

Venerable Phudc Quang's perseverance in spiritual practice earned him significant respect within
the Chinese Buddhist community. By late 1961, he established TuBuc Tinh Xa as a spiritual hub for Chinese
devotees. In 1962, he received full ordination as a Bhikkhu at T Dién Pagoda in Tra Vinh. This enabled
him to organize religious and philanthropic initiatives, including Quan Am Relief Charities, Dai Tu Lién Xa.

By 1970, prominent Chinese clergy in Vietnam prepared to form the Vietnamese Chinese Mahayana
Buddhist Association, with Venerable Phudc Quang playing a leading role. In 1972, during the First General
Assembly of the Unified Buddhist Sangha of Vietnam, he was appointed Head of the Central Finance
Department and elevated to the rank of Venerable (Thich Bong Bén, 1995).

Today, Pai Tu Lién Xa operates within the Nguyén Tri Phuong Hospital, symbolizing the Buddhist
integration of traditional cemetery functions. It has shifted from a clan-based communal structure to
an open, inclusive space for Buddhist practice. Patients and their families seek solace here, drawing spiritual
strength that enhances treatment outcomes.

Practical initiatives include offering monthly vegetarian meals (on the 1st and 15th lunar calendar
days) to healthcare workers, patients, and their families, promoting peace and resilience amidst life’s
challenges. The association also organizes ancestral worship ceremonies during spring and autumn,
maintaining a connection to cultural traditions.

As such, Tué Nghia Tu has not only welcomed Fujianese Chinese devotees but has also served as
a regular venue for Buddhist activities, focusing primarily on charitable work and providing vegetarian meals
to patients at Nguyen Trai Hospital. During the Republic of Vietnam period, the Chinese guilds (bang) began
to disintegrate, and Tué Nghia Temple ceased its activities. The initial stewardship of the temple by
Venerable Thich Phudc Quang at that time laid the foundation for subsequent generations, who have since
continued to uphold the Buddhist ideal of compassionate giving to the broader community. Ancestral rites
dedicated to the Fujianese, once a central practice of the temple, have not been abandoned but are now
conducted by the management boards of the Fujianese guildhalls, limited to two seasonal ceremonies—

spring and autumn—as a continuation of tradition.

Table 3 Chronology of Tué Nghia TU — Bai Tu Lién Xa (The Cantonnese)

Year / Period Key Events Managing and operating unit

1863 Establishment of Tué Nghia Tu, the primary ancestral hall of | Quang Triéu Guid

the Cantonese Chinese community.

1865 Completion and inauguration of Tué Nghia TU.
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Year / Period Key Events Managing and operating unit

1907 Reconstruction of Tué Nghia Tu Congrégation de Canton

as a charitable convalescent facility following a major epidemic. | (Cantonese Congregation)

1921 Renamed Quang Triéu Hospital,

expanding its charitable medical services.

1960-1972 Venerable Thich Phudc Quang led the Buddhist transformation | Chinese Mahayana Buddhist

and philanthropic activities at the site.

Present Pai Tu Lien X3, located within Nguyén Tri Phuong Hospital, | Chinese Mahayana Buddhist,
operates as a Buddhist charitable organization that integrates | Tué Thanh Guid,

spiritual care with traditional ancestral rites. It provides | Nguyén Tri Phuong Hospital
vegetarian meals to patients and staff and organizes seasonal

worship ceremonies, representing its evolution from a clan-

based hall to an inclusive Buddhist community center.

2. Activities of Tugng Nghia Tu: Integration of Buddhism and Folk Beliefs

Often referred to as An Binh Cemetery Temple, Tugng Nghia Tu is located within the grounds of
An Binh Hospital, District 5. The site preserves numerous historical artifacts, including worship items,
horizontal plaques, and couplets. As An Binh Hospital undergoes reconstruction, plans are in place to
renovate the cemetery temple to continue serving the community.

In 1998, the Van Duyén Dharma Assembly, disrupted earlier due to war, was reestablished.
The assembly, organized during the Year of the Tiger (Mau Dan), was a joint effort of the Chinese Mahayana
Buddhist Association and An Binh Hospital (formerly Luu Nghia Hospital, which had hosted the original
Van Duyeén activities). Before 1975, these assemblies honored martyrs, disaster victims, and ancestors while
offering rites for the deceased. The hospital arranged a temporary wooden memorial pavilion over
its swimming pool, opposite Tugng Nghia Tu. The first official post-war assembly was highly successful,
raising over 5 billion yuan for charitable purposes (You Zi’an, 2019).

Principles for the Van Duyén Dharma Assembly:

Organized by the Chinese Mahayana Buddhist Association and the local Chinese community.

Held every five years to accommodate the financial capacities of local Chinese social organizations.

Structured with three altars: one for Buddhism, one for Taoism, and one for ancestral worship.

Avoid scheduling during the Vu Lan Festival to respect similar events hosted by various guild halls.

Annual and Special Ceremonies.

The temple hosts the Vu Lan Festival on the 11th day of the 7th lunar month, often led by invited
monks. For example, in 2017, the festival took place at Long Hoa Pagoda. Participants offered vegetarian
food to the poor, and free meals were provided during the event. Following the ceremony, attendees

received tickets to claim gifts the next day.
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The Teochew Chinese community holds regular ancestral worship ceremonies during the 7th lunar

month and the 9th day of the 9th lunar month. Monks and nuns from Hong Kong, Singapore, and Taiwan
frequently visit for these ceremonies, as they are descendants or relatives of those enshrined at Tugng
Nghia Tu. Additionally, the site hosts supernatural liberation ceremonies in the 1st and 7th lunar months.

After 1945, temples such as Tugng Nghia Tu, Tué Nghia Tu, and Quang Triéu Thién Budng no longer
maintained the practice of repatriating the remains of deceased Chinese migrants to their homeland.
Ancestral worship was at times suspended but later revived. What sets Tugng Nghia Tu apart is its integration
of ancestral veneration with Buddhist practices. The Teochew Chinese in Ho Chi Minh City mostly follow
folk beliefs closely linked to Buddhism, or are themselves Buddhists, with some leaning toward Taoism.
Since 1998, Buddhist and syncretic folk rituals—such as prayer ceremonies, requiem rites, and the Vu Lan
(Ullambana) Festival—have been encouraged, underscoring the temple’s enduring ritual and
commemorative significance.

Tuong Nghia Tuis a hub for activities blending Mahayana Buddhism and folk rituals, under the auspices
of the Chinese Mahayana Buddhist Association and the Nghia An Guild Hall. The collaboration between
the Teochew Chinese community and Buddhist institutions has strengthened the role of this site as both
a spiritual and cultural center.

By merging Buddhist practices with ancestral veneration and folk traditions, Tugng Nghia Tu
exemplifies the integration of religious and communal activities, enriching the cultural tapestry of the local

Chinese diaspora.

Table 4 Chronology of Tugng Nghia Tu (The Teochew Chinese)

Year / Period Key Events Managing and Operating Units

1881 Establishment of Tugng Nghia T, ancestral hall of Teochew Guild

the Teochew Chinese community.

1915 Establishment of Teochew Hospital (later An Binh Hospital), Congrégation de Tewchou
integrated with Tugng Nghia TU. (Teochew Congregation)
1931 Recorded transport of thousands of Teochew Chinese remains

from Cholon to Tung Wah Hospital in Hong Kong, with financial

subsidies for repatriation.

French colonial | Served as a major site for ancestral tablet enshrinement,
medical charity, and repatriation of remains to China,

alongside Cantonese institutions.

1975 (before) Van Duyén Dharma Assembly held annually at the site, Chinese Mahayana Buddhist

honoring martyrs, disaster victims, and ancestors.
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Year / Period Key Events Managing and Operating Units

1998 Reestablishment of the Van Duyén Dharma Assembly after | Chinese Mahayana Buddhist
disruption by war, organized by the Chinese Mahayana Buddhist | Association, An Binh Hospital.

Association and An Binh Hospital.

Present Tugng Nehia Tu now functions as a spiritual and cultural center | Chinese Mahayana Buddhist
not only for the Teochew Chinese community but also for | Association, An Binh Hospital,
the broader local Chinese community. It blends Mahayana | Khanh Van Nam Vién,
Buddhist practices, folk rituals, and ancestral worship; hosts | Nehia An Guild.

annual ceremonies such as the Vu Lan Festival and other
ancestral rites with participation from monks and nuns from

Hong Kong, Singapore, and Taiwan. The temple is currently

undergoing renovation alongside hospital reconstruction.

3. Activities of the Hakka Cemetery Temple - Quan Am Pagoda

The Hakka Chinese: Due to limited resources, the Hakka community’s Yici was not as well-developed
and initially only included a cemetery. In 1999, the Khach Gia Cong TU* (%5 /2 #dl) was inaugurated within
the grounds of the well-known Quan Am Pagoda in District 8. It became the primary site where the ashes
of deceased Hakka individuals were enshrined.

During the early years, the Gongci (Viethamese: Céng tu) also accepted the ashes and ancestral
tablets of Vietnamese families. However, due to spatial constraints, the administrative board of the Sung
Chinh guild hall later decided to limit admissions to Hakka Chinese only.

For most local residents, the temple is simply recognized as Quan Am Pagoda, similar to other
temples in the city. It functions as a place where ashes can be interred or as a charitable site where food
and rice are distributed to the needy during special occasions, such as the Lantern Festival.

The activities surrounding the Hakka group’s Gongci highlight the final phase of institutional
transition. Unlike other Chinese subgroups in Chg Lén, who had established Yici and other communal
assets and institutions, the Hakka underwent this process more gradually. By the time their Gongci was
founded, the guild system had largely collapsed, and traditional hometown-based management had been
replaced—often subtly—Dby religious institutions. From the outset, the Hakka Gongci was integrated into
Quan Am Pagoda. Ritual and worship practices were placed under Buddhist administration, and the hall's
primary function shifted toward charitable activity.

Today, identifying the Hakka Gongci is challenging. The temple is a syncretic space, combining

multiple cultural elements: it is a Mahayana Buddhist temple, a site for the Hakka Gongci, and incorporates

* Cong tit: An Alternative Term for Yici
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influences from the Four-Faced Buddha cult, introduced via Thailand. Clearly, in the case of a relatively
young Yici, regional and kinship identity no longer dominates; the emergence of overlapping religious

elements reflects the evolving spiritual needs of the Chinese-Vietnamese community today.

Table 5 Chronological of Hakka Gongci (Khdch Gia Cong Tur, &3¢ 4\ #)

Year / Period Key Events Managing and Operating Units
1999 Khach Gia Cong Tur established within Quan Am Pagoda, District 8. | Quan Am Pagoda,
Early 2000s Initially accepted ashes and ancestral tablets from both Hakka | Sung Chinh Guild.

and Vietnamese families.

Around 2006 Admissions restricted to Hakka community due to space

constraints.

Present Functions as part of Quan Am Pagoda and a charitable site

during festivals .

Conclusion

The Chinese Mahayana Buddhist tradition has played a significant role in fostering the spirit of
mutual assistance within the Chinese community in Vietnam. Through its integration with guild halls and
former community institutions, the transformation of functions has been appropriate, reflecting the broader
impact of government policies on social life.

After 1957 - 1975, the Chinese guild system (bang héi) in Ho Chi Minh City—including its associated
Yici —virtually collapsed. For a period, many of these temples were left in disuse. Over time, however,
several nghia tu gradually underwent functional transformations, managed through cooperation among
Buddhist institutions, local authorities, and the remaining guild associations. The longstanding yici of various
guilds evolved to incorporate philanthropic and Buddhist elements. The Phudc Thién Nghia Tu of
the Fujianese guild, for example, was integrated into a hospital and its charity network, and eventually
ceased to function in its original role once guild administration was no longer active. In contrast, the Tué
Nghia Tu of the Cantonese guild transitioned to a Buddhist model under the guidance of Venerable Thich
Phudc Quang, becoming a site of religious charity now known as Bai Lién Xa. The Tugng Nghia Tu of
the Teochew guild similarly became a vibrant center for Buddhist rituals, including major phap dan
ceremonies and Vu Lan festivals. Thus, the nghta tu established before the French colonial era have largely
ceased to serve their original purpose of repatriating remains and worshiping the deceased within
the framework of native-place associations—a key feature of the tongxiang (fellow-countrymen) model.
Instead, these sites have been redefined through their connections to hospitals, charitable outreach, and
Chinese Mahayana Buddhist practices in Ho Chi Minh City. This transformation is even more evident in

the post-colonial nghia tu built by the Hakka and Hainanese communities, which were incorporated directly
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into temples from the outset, expanding their religious scope far beyond ancestral worship. The newly
established Yici of Chinese communities, such as the Hakka céng tu, did not undergo a historical
transformation of function, thus further reflecting the final stage of institutional transition. While regional
or kinship ties remained the basis for gathering in the traditional model, they were now closely associated
with spiritual and religious worship. The operation of these cong tu was often integrated as part of Buddhist
temples. Additionally, there have been new forms of institutional and religious integration, which, however,
fall beyond the scope of this studly.

The policy shift from recognizing ethnic Chinese residents as Hoa kiéu (overseas Chinese) to
imposing Vietnamese citizenship, coupled with the state’s refusal to acknowledge the properties of
Chinese guilds (bang hoi), and particularly the restrictive economic measures targeting foreigners under
the First Republic of Vietnam from 1957, significantly accelerated the assimilation of the Chinese
population in southern Vietnam. During this transitional phase, many non-religious sites such as Yici
inevitably fell into disuse. The Chinese society in Saigon at the time underwent dramatic transformation
and rupture, producing considerable instability amid this partly coercive process of assimilation. Following
1975, successive waves of Chinese emigration to third countries, combined with severe economic hardship,
especially in the commercial sector, plunged the Chinese community in Ho Chi Minh City into a prolonged
crisis. Ancestral shrines and Yici institutions struggled to function, gradually losing their ritual and spiritual
significance. Sacred objects and worship materials were often damaged, displaced, or lost. In this context,
from the 1990s onward, the adoption of Mahayana Buddhist institutional models and philanthropic
programs emerged as a pragmatic adaptation for the Chinese community, long characterized by folk
religious practices closely aligned with Mahayana Buddhism. These transformations facilitated the repurposing
of former Yici into religious-philanthropic spaces, integrated with hospitals and Buddhist organizations,
thereby restoring communal relevance under new socio-religious frameworks. The resilience of Chinese
Mahayana Buddhism in southern Vietnam offered an enduring foundation for these adaptations. These
transformations, rooted in belief systems, have avoided political shocks during times of change. Cemetery
temples, once assets of guild halls, cater to spiritual needs aligned with Buddhist principles, allowing
a seamless transition without drastic alterations.

The recent reclamation of Yici by Chinese guild halls is largely symbolic rather than a return to
their former roles as assets of bang hdi or institutions of native-place association. These ancestral shrines
have evolved into philanthropic centers linked to hospitals, while newly established ones are often
integrated into Buddhist temples, serving the broader Chinese community rather than specific dialect
groups. In the contemporary context, this transformation represents a culturally sensitive strategy to
preserve Chinese ethnic identity through Chinese Mahayana Buddhism. It strengthens communal ties via
religious and charitable activities, maintains Chinese cultural heritage in Ho Chi Minh City, and reflects
a broader post-war Southeast Asian trend toward voluntary assimilation.
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