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Abstract

In facing life adversity, coping strategy is adopted to resume control over the environment; otherwise, mental health and
wellbeing will be adversely affected. In this light, it is found that religion affects coping, as for those people having religious
belief, their coping strategies will primarily be based on their affiliated religion. This study aims to examine the religious
coping of Taoism - a religion indigenous to China. The devotional activities lay down in Taoism permit people to interact with
the supernatural forces in the universe. Through the rituals, people can psychologically experience an enhanced control over
the environment which results from associating vicariously with the deities. Given the scarcity of study on the Eastern religion

in extant literature, this study contributes to the understanding of the religious coping in Taoism, a religion mainly practiced

in China.
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Introduction

It is generally agreed that life adversity is inevitable in
human life. In this light, some studies have demonstrated
that feeling no or low degree of control over the adverse
situations will exert deleterious effect on mental health and
wellbeing [1-3]. Correspondingly, to regain a sense of control
over the environment, coping strategy should be adopted so
that human mental health and wellbeing will be maintained
or less affected. In this context, it is found that religion
affects coping [4]. Hence, for those people having religious
belief, their coping strategies will primarily be based on
their affiliated religion, given that their value system will be
highly affected by the religious teachings [5]. In the field of
psychology of religion, despite a converging body of research
on religious coping, most of them are related to Christianity
[6-8], a religion originated in the West. Given the scarcity
of study on the Eastern religion, this study will investigate

Taoism and Religious Coping

the religious coping in Taoism, a religion mainly practiced in
China.

Life Adversity and Perceived Control

Perceived control can be conceptualized as individual
judgments of the extent that desired outcomes can be
achieved, and potential misfortunes can be guarded against
[6,9,10]. Basically, there are two different approaches to
increasing control in the encounter of life adversity i.e.
primary control and secondary control [4]. According to
Rothbaum F, et al. [11], primary control involves actively
changing the environment to fit the needs and desires
of the self, whereas secondary control involves changing
one’s own thoughts and feelings to fit the environment.
Correspondingly, secondary control can be more helpful in
low-control situation [6,12]. In Taosim, when the adherents
encounter adverse situation, they will engage in religious
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activities i.e., the rituals, from which to obtain a sense of
control through the interaction with the supernatural
forces in the universe. Such kind of religious coping can be
understood as the secondary vicarious control, the attempt
to associate or closely align oneself with powerful others
e.g., a god or deity, that enables the individual to join in their
power [6,11].

Tao and Supernatural Forces

Taoism is a religion indigenous to China. The main tenet
of Taoism is the beliefin Tao. Itis difficult to translate the exact
meaning of Tao into English, but in the most general terms,
it can be translated as the path or the way [5,13,14]. Taoism
believes in the existence of supernatural being such as gods
and demons. In fact, every being in the universe, irrespective
of human or spirit is naturally an expression of Tao. In this
light, both human and spirit are made up of qi [15,16]. When
qi is diluted, it is indefinite potential; when it is condensed,
it becomes life [15]. Thus, the formations of different beings
are primarily the compositions of differential levels of the
purity and weight of gi [17]. As such, every different kind of
being is only manifesting a different force of the Nature [18].

In Taoism, everything in the universe, both seen and
unseen is controlled by a god. In this term, there are more
than three thousand gods in the world [17]. For example,
gods of heaven and earth; gods of mountain and river; gods
of trees and flowers; gods of thunder and lightning, the gods
of the regions of earth-North, South, East, West and Center;
and even the gods for common and everyday things such as
walls and ditches. Moreover, some of the gods were once
human i.e., the ancestors and heroes [17]. The Chinese like to
revere their ancestors and those people who did great deeds
as elevating them to the status of gods.

Furthermore, the Taoists believe that the gods are
challenged by demons that plague the natural and human
worlds. These demons may be natural forces such as
typhoons, epidemics, fires and droughts. They may also be
men or women who have died violently or meaninglessly.
Sometimes, they are ‘orphan souls’ i.e., people who have no
families to remember them after death; or those who have
been improperly buried after death without any ancestor
tablet to keep their memory alive. To achieve the goal of being
remembered, these ‘orphan souls’ use the forces of nature
to draw human’s attention. As such, these unhappy demons
roam the world and cause sickness and other hardships.

Interaction with Supernatural Beings

Tao is believed to be an expression of the continuous
interaction of different beings from heaven (deities), earth
(demons) and humanity [17]. The Taoists believe that by
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means of rituals, they are able to establish relationship with
the spirits, which in turn help to keep their earthly world in
order and harmony. This kind of control is perceived as the
secondary vicarious control technique [6,11]. Rituals are the
formal acts which make up religious observance important
for the worship of Taoism deities. Although there are various
kinds of rituals, they commonly share the objectives of
allowing the Taoists to communicate with the deities who
have supernatural power, as well as to petition them for aid in
relation to worshippers’ needs, problems and wishes Leung
TW, et al. [17]. Hence, in facing life adversities perceived as
too hard to tackle, the Taoists are not powerless, as they can
regain a sense of power by associating with the powerful
forces (gods) through the rituals. As such, some examples of
the rituals are cited as follows: The most important Taoist
ritual is the Jiao. Jiao means offering to the gods. Jiao is the
largest scale ritual that comprises a series of individual rites
conducted for different purposes, lasting for at least three
days. During the performance, the highest gods of heaven,
earth and humanity will be invited by the priests to be present
at the ritual [17]. Human requests are then raised out to
them for their assistance, including the enhancement of the
welfare of living people, the preservation of the community,
the salvation of wandering souls, expelling disasters and
misfortunes, and driving away evils [17].

Apart from Jiao, it is common for the Taoists to hold the
ancestor rites with a view to memorizing them, as well as
asking for their blessing on health and prosperity. There
are also the rites related to birth and death. For instance, a
woman who is expecting a child can make offering to a specific
deity to ensure a safe delivery and a healthy baby [18,19].
Concerning death, Taoism believes that the spirits of human
continue to survive after bodily death and, subsequently,
need to face judgment from the god concerned followed by
punishment for any misdeeds on earth. In this context, the
ritual delivered by the survivors on earth can buy the dead
person a reprieve from divine punishment. The Taoists do
not worship demons. However, to avoid the bringing of bad
luck and hardship, the Taoists can bargain with the demons
by asking a god to intercede.

Conclusion

In sum, when the Taoists encounter life adversities
out of their control and/or face adverse situations where
they can exert no influence, they can rely on, and appeal
to, the supernatural powers for assistance [20,21]. In this
connection, the rituals are the religious attempts which
permit the Taoists to associate themselves vicariously with
the powerful forces. In turn, the perception of enhanced
control is the outcome of participating psychologically in the
control that the deities exert.
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Recommendations

Some recommendations for future research are
suggested as follows: First, this study provides a conceptual
framework for understanding the control strategy adopted
by the Taoists. Hence, empirical study to verify its validity
is warranted. Second, appealing to supernatural powers
in facing adversity may only be one of the Taoist coping
strategies. In this light, to achieve a more comprehensive
understanding, further investigation should be conducted, in
terms of both primary and secondary control, to explore the
full repertoire of coping strategies adopted.
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