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A Case Study of Folk Cures as a Treatment Option for Mental
Disabilities in Northern Vietnam

GONDO Mayumi

Abstract:

In northern Vietnam, to treat mental disease, folk cures are often preferred over modern medical methods. To
investigate this phenomenon, thirteen mental patients and eight medical doctors at hospitals in northern
Vietnam were interviewed about the patients’ treatment choices, the treatments’ effectiveness, and whether the
treatments were continued; next, the interviewees’ responses were interpreted on the basis of relevant previous
studies. According to the interviewed psychiatrists, about 80% of mental patients visit burdon (shamans) for
folk cures. Eight of the thirteen interviewed patients, received a folk cure unique to herself or himself.
According to the patients’ reports about their own cures’ effectiveness, one interviewee was cured, one fell into a
relapse after being cured, and one should have been cured but received a bad cure. Of these three interviewees,
one was still hospitalized but was continuing with the folk cures. The local people believe that souls exist after
death. During the Vietnam War, the bodies of family members that had been killed were sometimes not
recovered, so they could not receive proper funerals or burials. The author’s interpretation is that the mental

patients and their families believe that the souls of the dead are harming the patients’ mental health.

Keywords: folk medicine, folk religion, burdon (shaman), mental illness, soul
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