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Post-Revolutionary Vietnam

This book examines gender in post-revolutionary Vietnam, focusing on gen-
der relations in the family and state since the onset of economic reform in
1986. Drawing on a wide range of primary sources (including surveys, inter-
views, and responses to film screenings), Jayne Werner demonstrates that
despite the formal institution of public gender equality in Vietnam, in prac-
tice women do not hold a great deal of power, continuing to defer to men
in both the family and the wider community. Contrary to conventional anal-
yses equating liberalisation and decentralisation with a reduced role for the
state over social relations, this book argues that gender relations continued
to bear the imprint of state gender policies and discourses in the post-socialist
state. While the household remained a highly statist sphere, the book also
shows that the unequal status of men and women in the family was based
on kinship ties that provided the underlying structure of the family and (con-
trary to resource theory) depended less on their economic contribution than
on family norms and conceptions of proper gendered behaviour. Werner’s
analysis explores the ways in which the 1xi MSi state utilised constructions
of gender to advance its own interests, just as the communist revolutionary
regime had earlier used gender as a key strategic component of post-colonial
government. Thus this book makes an important and original contribution
to the study of gender in post-socialist countries.
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Introduction

In the fall of 1995, I arrived in Quang commune (xã) in the Red River delta
of northern Vietnam to study the effect of the state on gender relations since
the launching of economic reforms and the return to a market economy, known
as 1xi MSi, in the 1980s. I had been visiting villages in northern Vietnam
on short trips since the early 1970s and, as a feminist scholar, had always
interviewed rural women about their lives under the communist state.1

Although these earlier visits had given me rare and useful glimpses into rural
Vietnamese women’s lives, this time I wanted to conduct a more thorough
investigation of gender hierarchies and women’s status in both the house-
hold and the community, especially as these may have been shaped by 
dramatic changes in state policies since the opening of northern Vietnamese
society and markets.

As of the early 1990s, scholars had begun to examine gender issues in 
northern Vietnam, yet little was known about the actual dynamics of the
household and the effect of the state on gender relations within the family.2

To discover these, I recognized, would require a study based on extended
field research.3 Thus I intended to visit households, witness the organiza-
tion of daily life and economic activities, examine kinship and household 
structure, and conduct individual and group interviews. I hoped thereby to
gather information about the dynamics of gender relations, the workings of
gender norms and age hierarchies, and how ordinary households experienced
the wider political environment. I was particularly interested in the inter-
connections between the personal and the political and wished to explore the
role of politics and the state in shaping gender relations in the family and how
a gender analysis might contribute to an understanding of governance. I also
planned to address the extent to which gender relations had actually changed
over time and how the mix of revolutionary experience, socialist ideology,
and market reform might have shaped gendered transformations.

Because 75 percent of the population of Vietnam’s population is rural, I
had chosen to conduct my field research in a village setting. During the war
years and immediate post-war period, the population base of most villages
in northern Vietnam had been relatively stable, making it easier to examine

        



2 Introduction

changes over time.4 At the time of my study, northern Vietnam had not yet
experienced vast migrations of rural people to urban centers and significant
demographic changes. Yet population growth had been rapid during the 
twentieth century, and 1xi MSi had begun to accelerate social and spatial
mobility as Vietnam opened itself to the outside world. The families in the
village I studied were just beginning to experience the impact of modern 
communications, global forces, and cultural flows.

Despite the Marxist ideological orthodoxy that, under the leadership of
the communist state, “women’s liberation” had been achieved in the north,
western ethnographers studying the region claimed that the Communist 
revolution had left women’s unequal status in the family largely unchanged.5

The initial intention of this study was to test the validity of both sets of claims
and to discover the reasons for the continued resilience of inequality in the
family. But like many feminist scholars, I had also come to view “women’s
liberation” not only as a social condition or personal issue but as a polit-
ical discourse tied to state building under both revolutionary and post-
revolutionary conditions.6 Such state discourses both reflect ideological
imperatives and constitute meaningful formations or elements of the polit-
ical and institutional frameworks within which social and political practices
occur and through which social identities are produced and circulated.7

At the same time, as other scholars have pointed out, they are contingent,
unstable, and contested, resisting the stabilization of meaning.8 This study
thus views discourse as legitimating but not hegemonic – that is, as simul-
taneously a realm of agreement and disagreement.9 By examining gendered
discourses in Vietnam, I hoped to better understand the persistence of 
gender inequality in a nation that proclaimed gender equality had in fact
been achieved.10

Gender Equality in Vietnam

Gender equality (bình .png nam n#) had been espoused as early as 1930 by
the Indochinese (later Vietnamese) Communist Party (ICP) founded by Hi
Chí Minh. During two anti-colonial wars, the first against France (1946–
1954) and the second against the United States (1960–1975), the revolutionary
movement reformed the Confucian family, mobilized rural and urban women
into new political organizations, and brought women out of the home into
the public arena. When the Communist Party came to power in 1945, many
of the formerly private functions of the family were socialized and transferred
to the state during the collectivization of the private property and land hold-
ings upon which the clan system was built. Thus economic and political power
was transferred to agricultural cooperatives at the local level at the expense
of the family and the former village apparatus, taking over many of the eco-
nomic and decision-making functions of the village-based clans. As a result,
the Confucian family structure that had kept women subordinated had been
significantly undermined.11

        



Introduction 3

On the face of it, the Communist revolution had been successful in 
promoting gender equality in Vietnam. Marriage reform, greater access to
education, the right to work outside the home, the ability to own property,
and greater access to political power all accrued to women’s benefit. Women’s
fertility levels declined, in part because of the state’s birth-control programs.
Women in Vietnam received the right to vote and stand for election in 
1946 as well as the right to earn a salary commensurate with those of men.
Legislation, public policy, and state institutions protected these gains.12 A
national woman’s bureaucracy in the form of the Women’s Union had been
established to represent women and was in place at all policy levels.

Despite these gains in the public realm, my earlier visits and initial findings
had largely confirmed the claims of earlier scholars that women’s status within
the family had remained unequal. Gender hierarchies in the family continued
to place women on a lesser footing than men. As I would discover, women’s
and men’s discourses signalled that a woman’s place was in the home and
that care of the family took precedence over public activities and employ-
ment. One of the aims of my study, therefore, was to discern why this was
the case by undertaking a close examination of how formal, public equality
and the “state effect” affected the public/private divide. I was particularly
interested to see whether and how the state and gendered discourses affected
family relations and how the two spheres of the public and the private 
interacted with one another.

Under 1xi MSi, the state has been reconfiguring its relationship with 
the private sphere, repositioning the household as a central location of pro-
ductivity and an anchor for Vietnam’s entry into the global economy.13 By
the time of my field research, this shift had enabled the family to revert to
its pre-Communist function as an economic unit and elevated the household
to a new theoretical and practical importance. At the same time, the 1xi MSi
state continued to intervene in the domestic sphere as it had during wartime,
in this way maintaining continuity with its revolutionary past. Yet as my
findings would ultimately reveal, the relationship between public gender 
equality and domestic inequality was in fact complex and nuanced, and the
public/private divide in Vietnam defied easy dichotomizations.14

Previous scholarly work on gender and women’s roles in Vietnam has 
tended to belie this intimate connection between the public and private spheres,
seeing patriarchy in the family as somehow divorced from the politics of 
the state or, in more orthodox versions of this stance, as stemming from
Vietnamese cultural traditions that the socialist state had tried its best to 
overcome. During the course of this study, however, I would come to see
that these gendered discourses served both as markers of state power and as
tools for governance. Thus constructions of femininity or womanhoods that
appeared a function of the private sphere in fact seemed a result of state-
derived gendered discourses. Some gendered constructions, I would find, 
had become public norms that infiltrated the private sphere in the form of
“nested” categories of practices and identities, as delineated by Gal and
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Kligman in the former state-socialist regimes of Eastern Europe.15 As the
following chapters will show, the 1xi MSi state has used gender as an intimate,
personal mode of regulatory power by providing a direct, emotional con-
nection to people’s lives, employing gendered discourses as political tools to
elicit political allegiance through identificatory but depoliticized processes.

Gendered discourses in Vietnam, which had been an essential component
of the Communist revolution, thus retained their centrality to the 1xi MSi
state’s discursive panoply. But the concept of gender equality had undergone
a subtle transformation in the early 1xi MSi years. As this study will show,
the notion of gender equality as social equality (that is, as public gains for
women) shifted to a concept of “family equality” (gia .ình bình .png) that
was in line with the 1xi MSi state’s promotion of post-Marxist and post-
Confucian discourses.16 The collapse of communism in the Soviet Union and
Eastern Europe in the 1989 had undermined the ideological foundations of
one-party rule in Vietnam, and the Vietnamese Communist Party had quickly
moved to fill the gap with Hi Chí Minh Thought as the official ideology,
emphasizing the nationalist aspects of his life and thinking.17

The public and private spheres thus had undergone significant ideological
and discursive change in the early 1990s. With the return of the household
as the basic unit of production after the decollectivization of land and the
resurgence of kinship in local and national politics, gendered discourses under
1xi MSi quickly displaced the iconic revolutionary images of Vietnamese
womanhood. Pro-family discourses accompanied the revival of other neo-
traditionalist and patriarchal themes. As portrayed in the 1xi MSi media,
the new femininities tended to be much more family-oriented, virtuous, and
consumer-oriented than during the past. The “Social Evils” campaign ini-
tiated in the lead-up to the Sixth Party Congress in 1996 had been ostensibly
designed to counter the temptations of such Western cultural “poisons” as
pornography, prostitution, and juvenile delinquency. This campaign featured
negative images of female sexuality and licentiousness, denigrating “loose”
women as symbols of Western depravity, social marginality, and feminine
disorder: the reverse of the wholesome 1xi MSi womanhoods promoted 
elsewhere in the media.18

As I began my study, official 1xi MSi gendered discourses continued to
target women in their many roles and symbolic functions, although with 
the adoption of the market economy they addressed women particularly 
in their household roles as producers and reproducers. The contributions 
of women to the household economy were seen as essential to increasing
national income and prosperity. Women as partners in conjugal relationships
were targeted for a host of government programs, including family planning
initiatives, child welfare and health programs, and Happy Family campaigns.
Besides the conjugal couple, the mother-in-law/daughter-in-law relationship
also became part official endeavors to reduce family tensions and promote
“harmony” in the household. Given this salience of conjugal couples and
mothers- and daughters-in-law in official discourses and to gender equality,
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I decided that these two sets of family relationships would become major
themes in my study. By examining the differing responses of these two gen-
erations of women to 1xi MSi ’s gendered discourses, I would also learn that
the state did not exercise a uni-dimensional effect, nor were official discourses
themselves necessarily consistent and free of contradictions.

The Research Location: Quang Village

The research for this book was conducted in Quang village (xã ) in Thanh
Trì district in 1995–1996, with subsequent research conducted during short
trips between then and 2000. I had chosen Quang xã as the site for this study
in consultation with the sponsor of my research, Prof. Phan Huy Lê, a noted
historian and director of the Center for Vietnamese and Intercultural Studies
at Vietnam National University, Hanoi, based on a number of considera-
tions.19 First, Quang xã was an ordinary rural commune, meaning that it did
not differ significantly from other communes in the Hà 1ông area. It was not
unusually prosperous, nor did it practice a profitable trade that altered its
economic status compared to nearby communes, such as wholesale textile
trading, cross-border trade with China, or ceramics manufacturing. In addi-
tion, Quang xã was neither destitute nor dysfunctional, as were communes
that had been plagued by corruption scandals and in which officials did not
welcome researchers. In choosing a rural village for my study, I was primarily
looking for one that would be largely representative of the agricultural areas
of the Red River delta.

At the same time, I recognized that the communes of the Red River Delta
are quite different from one another and historically semi-autonomous, with
their own distinctive traditions. Quang xã’s own distinguishing features
included an ancient history, many temples and pagodas, an old market, and,
atypically, a population that comprised no Catholics.20 The xã was located in
an area famous for its literary and cultural traditions in the ancient cradle
of riverine civilization south and west of Hanoi known as a “sacred land with
talented people” (.Ca linh nhân kiGt), referring to its many laureates and schol-
arly clans who served the court. Quang xã is on the Tô LCch River and was
the site of an old market town. It had engaged in commercial activities with
Hanoi and villages downstream for centuries. The village was part of the pre-
colonial district of Long 1àm (Pond of the Dragon), so named because it
was a low-lying area with large bodies of water located down the Tô LCch from
the royal capital of Th/ng Long of Hanoi (City of the Soaring Dragon).21

In the 1990s, Quang xã was part of the outer belt (ven .ô ) of the suburbs
surrounding Hanoi. Although it took only about an hour to go by motor-
bike from Hanoi to the village, psychologically the residents of Quang lived
in a different universe from Hanoi, which seemed both close and yet very far
away. Most of its inhabitants thought of themselves as peasants (nông dân)
and eschewed what they perceived as the hectic lifestyle of the city. As a whole,
village residents did not see themselves as middle-class strivers and frequently
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professed the view that life in the country was preferable to city life. Mr.
Trfn V/n Thành, the ch9 tCch (president) of the People’s Committee of Quang
xã described the residents of the xã as people who did just enough “to get
by,” by which he meant that they were not overly ambitious and worked to
earn just enough for a modest lifestyle. Although villagers always referred
to Hanoi as the inner city (nIi thành), as opposed to Thanh Trì district and
their xã, many urban amenities such as motorbikes, televisions, and VCRs
were becoming fixtures of village life, although not all residents had the means
to buy these luxurious items.22

The term xã, sometimes translated as commune, does not have an exact
English equivalent. It is neither a town nor a village but somewhere in between.
Xã could be called “administrative villages,” which conveys their function
of administering lower-level entities called thôn in which rural residences and
fields are located. Thôn are not exactly “villages” (as they are often trans-
lated in the literature) because they are not autonomous political entities and
their heads are directly responsible to the xã in which the Communist Party
chief, the People’s Committee, the People’s Council, and the mass organiza-
tions are all headquartered. Thôn (sometimes also called làng but in Quang
called xóm before agricultural collectivization) have their own distinctive and
rival traditions within the same xã, and their inhabitants often strongly 
identify with them. The xã is the focal point of local politics and the lowest
political and administrative unit in the countryside through which state 
power is directly deployed. This study uses xã to mean both “village” in the
general sense and in its more specific administrative sense.23

I was also interested in the area because it had a long tradition of market
activity that included women traders. The presence of female trading in Thanh
Trì district, part of the former colonial province of Hà 1ông that was known
for its handcraft and trading villages, indicated women’s economic import-
ance, if not their economic independence and authority. Quang village was
famous for its local produce, which villagers transported up the Tô LCch 
River to Th/ng Long by sampan. Cucumbers, lychees, and longan fruits were
sold in the capital city by women traders. (Pre-colonial traders are, in fact,
commemorated in a stone inscription near the current market.) The primary
embarking point for trade and commerce was the junction of the Tô LCch
and the Red River just north of the royal citadel in Th/ng Long (Hanoi),
which was also the location of the biggest rice market (ch} gAo) in the north.
From there, goods were ferried down the Tô LCch to points south and east;
Quang market was one of the principal downstream markets. Even though
cooperativization had been intended to supplant private economic activity,
trading had never ceased altogether, and economic reforms in the 1980s
renewed commercial activity. By the time of my arrival in Quang xã, virtu-
ally every family in the xã was engaged in some form of trading.

The Hà 1ông area also attracted my interest because I was aware that
the women there contributed substantially to the economic resources of their
families, sometimes more so than the men. They performed the greater part
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of the agricultural labor in wet-rice cultivation, raised pigs and chickens, and
tended fruit and vegetable gardens near their houses as well as conducted
most of the small trade in local and urban markets, selling their own or pur-
chased produce. Women invariably managed the economic resources of the
family, including the daily budget and cash reserves, and were expected to
be good managers and financially adept. They handled many vital roles in
the household upon which all family members depended. Competent, strong
women were clearly valued and praised and were treated with considerable
respect as they aged.

The geographical location of Quang xã also had a bearing on its political
and military activities. During the American war, Quang had been an import-
ant part of the rear area (hFu phONng) of the war effort, with a military depot
and a weapons factory, and had been bombed several times by US planes,
which killed seven people and wounded 37.24 Historically, however, the
Communist Party had not had strong roots in the xã, perhaps because the
village may have received economic and political benefits from serving as a
cantonal (txng) administrative seat during the French period. During the French
war, the French military had occupied the xã for most of the conflict, and
thus the Communist Party had not established a party chapter in the xã until
1956. Hence the subsequent rapid mobilization of the xã’s residents during
the American war and the development of an active women’s movement had
not been an inevitable outcome. At any rate, the xã’s involvement in the 
second resistance war, its commitment to the new Communist state, and its
proximity to Hanoi seemed to make it a propitious location for a study on
gender and the state.

Quang’s proximity to Hanoi also suggested that it was more likely to 
have had a history of state penetration and institutionalization than more
remote areas less affected by the reach of the state. Colonialism had broken
down the reputedly autonomous character of the northern villages, espe-
cially in the Hà 1ông area, and by the twentieth century the famous maxim
“The Emperor’s writ yields to the customary laws of the village” no longer
applied to the areas around Hanoi.25 The Communist revolution and war-
time mobilization against the French and the US had certainly accelerated
this tendency. Quang xã’s commitment to the Communist cause during the
American war also presumably meant that Communist gender politics would
have had at least some impact there. And my early research indicated that
1xi MSi was extending and deepening, not curtailing, the reach of the state;
after the Sixth Party Congress in 1986, Hanoi had become the political epi-
center for 1xi MSi reform. My later findings revealed that such penetration
had indeed taken place in Quang xã.

*+i M!i in Quang Xã

During the first decade of 1xi MSi, Quang xã had turned to the household
economy (kinh tb hI gia .ình) as the basis for the transition to the market
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economy and to raise economic productivity. This was in line with Vietnam’s
new economic strategy adopted in 1986, which sought to reverse the country’s
economic crisis and to spur economic growth. Officials in Quang xã had
returned agricultural land to individual peasant households and then restruc-
tured the local economy on the basis of the household economy. With the
means of production back under household control, families were free to deal
directly with the market, but under the guidance of xã officials. Quang xã
planned its economic targets on the basis of the household economy, which
it relied upon to encourage the diversification of economic activities, increase
household incomes, and stimulate household-based entrepreneurial activity.
These xã initiatives were consistent with the rural development plans set forth
by the Seventh and Eighth Party Congresses.

The xã also developed other programs that were geared to the household.
These included family planning and women’s and children’s health initiatives,
as well as anti-poverty programs and pro-family campaigns. The new thôn
chiefs took the lead in monitoring the economic progress of households, 
while the Women’s Association provided institutional support for household
economic activities and organizing pro-family campaigns. Xã institutions,
reconfigured from their wartime mass mobilization duties to development
functions, readily adapted to their new duties under the leadership of the
People’s Committee and the party branch. Efforts to “strengthen the family”
were part of xã programs in the 1990s designed to build “new cultured” 
families in response to the party’s concerns about perceived threats to the
social order. 1xi MSi’s new family model consisted of a blend of traditional
and modern features meant to both facilitate the household’s insertion into
the market and safeguard Vietnamese cultural values that were consistent
with state purposes and deemed threatened by the market economy and the
opening to global forces.

As the following chapters will show, the 1xi MSi gender order in Quang
xã consisted of a system of institutions that linked the political institutions
of the xã – the People’s Committee, the party branch, the mass organizations,
and the thôn chiefs – to individual peasant households. This gender order
focused on the household for purposes of production and reproduction and
promoted gendered and family discourses to serve these purposes. Gendered
discourses were used as tools to implement the programs and policies of the
1xi MSi state. These discourses were in line with the state’s promotion 
of “gender equality” (bình .png nam n#), although the definition of gender 
equality was being redefined. Gender and family discourses kept state agendas
and goals visible to xã residents: family planning targets, “happy family” pro-
motions, and economic goals to be achieved.

1xi MSi gender discourses also represented women as reflecting the essence
of Vietnamese national identity through their roles as revolutionaries and
mothers of the nation. This was similar to their wartime roles as symbols of
cultural authenticity and community morality. As later chapters will show,
state messages and discourses were relayed through the party’s thôn and xã
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representatives in their personal relations with xã residents, public meetings,
and the media, especially television. The xã’s gender order designated women
as a special category distinct from men, with the Women’s Association in
charge of dealing with this part of the population.

In the Field in Quang Xã

The authorities in Quang xã agreed to give me unsupervised access to the
commune to conduct my research, including permission to visit individual
households alone and without prior clearance, an official guide, or guidance
as to the direction and conclusions of my study. They also agreed to make
arrangements for me to live in the xã with the president of the Women’s
Association. However, in the lead-up to the Eighth Party Congress in 1996,
district officials, concerned about possible political consequences of my living
with a family, put pressure on xã officials to cancel these arrangements.26

This initially disappointing development gave me the opportunity to orient
my research in another direction. Rather than being limited to contact with
only one household and my hostess’ guidance and supervision, I broadened
the scope of my research. As a result, I decided to conduct a household sur-
vey, which gave me contact with a whole range of households in the xã that
I otherwise would have missed. Xã officials, initially nervous about having
an American living in their midst, soon relaxed and made an effort to be
accommodating. I made arrangements to stay in Hanoi and make day trips
to the xã, accompanied by an assistant. There we set up interviews with house-
holds, usually arranged through thôn officials, and walked unaccompanied
throughout the xã. Some families invited me back for a second interview,
which we arranged on our own. No cadres were present during the interviews
or meals I had with the many households I visited. I also arranged for a 
household survey to be carried out under the auspices of the Institute of
Sociology in Hanoi, which took several months to plan and complete and
employed a team of students. Xã officials facilitated this enterprise, which
was conducted during the agricultural off-season.27

I found that my presence provoked curiosity but not awe and wonder 
on the part of villagers, as it had during previous trips when Vietnam had
still been essentially closed to the outside world. Villagers soon became 
accustomed to my daily visits, and the only time I felt I was imposing on
their goodwill was when we once arrived too close to the dinner hour at 
the home of a large extended family and upset their routine. Otherwise, 
virtually everyone, including officials, was cordial and gracious to a fault and
willing to spend hours entertaining and talking to us. My funny Vietnamese
and accent provoked amusement, but my middle age automatically gained
me respect. These and my anti-war credentials appeared to override their 
feelings about my American nationality, which by itself still provoked a cer-
tain degree of suspicion.28 At the same time, I was sensitive to the “speech
acts” of citizens of a state-socialist country and expected that my informants
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would furnish me with discourses deemed appropriate for a foreign guest.
Thus, I was somewhat taken aback when Mrs. 1n ThC Nga, a prominent
cadre in the xã whose home I visited, admitted without prompting that mis-
takes had been committed during the 1956 land reform and that collectivization
in the xã had been rife with corruption.29

The results of this study are based on several original data sets in addi-
tion to my personal observations. The first includes primary documents and
reports from the People’s Committee of Quang xã, as well as interviews with
the chairman or president (ch9 tCch) of the People’s Committee, the party
secretary, and the head of the security office (công an), the top three officials
in the xã at the time. I conducted interviews with five of the nine thôn chiefs,
all of the current and former women officials in the xã, and a number of
former male officials. The written materials include a party history compiled
by the History Committee of Quang xã in 1998, the Civil Register (HI TCch)
for Quang xã, the annual economic reports prepared by the ch9 tCch of the
People’s Committee for the People’s Council from 1991 to 1995, and the his-
tory and annual reports of the Women’s Association of Quang xã from 1991
to 1995.30 Through these, I intended to gather information on state policies,
interventions, and discourses.

The second data set includes two surveys, a household survey and an 
individual household members’ survey, that I conducted in Quang xã in the
spring of 1996. The surveys formed a structured framework for interactions
that allowed the collection of a large quantity of detailed, specific data from
a relatively large number of respondents in a form that could be quantified
and compared. I brought all the completed questionnaires from these two
surveys back to the United States, where they served as a rich source of 
information about conditions in the xã. Many of the questionnaires also con-
tained handwritten comments jotted in the margins by the survey team as
they made their rounds, in many cases including diagrams of the residential
compounds and actual household living arrangements.31

The third data set comprised a separate household database created from
the Civil Register of Quang xã by a Vietnamese data analyst who traveled
to the United States in 1999 on an ESL scholarship program and who resided
with me for the academic year. The register identified members of house-
holds by name, gender, date of birth, place of birth, place of origin (if differ-
ent from place of birth), occupation, and place of occupation. The head of
household was identified, as were other family members according to their
relationship to the head. The database created from the Register yielded 
statistical information on occupations, place of birth, place of work, marital
status, type of household, and residence patterns in the xã. The data from the
Register and the household survey were compared and checked against one
another. Data from the household survey, however, was assumed to be more
reliable simply because they were based on my own empirical data collection.

The fourth data set consisted of transcripts of structured in-depth inter-
views I conducted with members of 20 households selected from the 215 
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surveyed households in the xã. Visiting these households with my assistant,
I interviewed its members about their gender roles and expectations, work
histories, intergenerational relationships, kinship practices, and household 
economic conditions. I also asked about the wartime service and experiences
of family members and about family difficulties and aspirations.32 In most
cases, the questions were posed by my assistant, a researcher in the Sociology
Institute and a single mother, 40 years of age, following our agreed-upon line
of questioning. But in many cases, I took the lead, especially when the con-
versation became less structured and more casual. With the permission of the
interviewees, all the interviews were recorded. They were then transcribed
and double-checked for accuracy in Hanoi, and finally translated by myself.

The fifth data set comprised two structured group interviews of women
in Quang xã that I conducted after they viewed a popular war drama, 
MB ching tôi [My Husband’s Mother]. Two groups of women watched the
film with my assistant and me and responded to the same set of questions.
The first group included ten mothers-in-law and the second eight daughters-
in-law. The participants were selected to represent a range of family types,
economic status, and residence locations within the xã. The individuals
selected for these interviews did not overlap with members of the 20 house-
holds surveyed in the household interviews.

Overview of the Book

In the following chapters, Chapter 1, “Revolutionary Discourses, the Resist-
ance Wars, and Gender Politics in Quang Xã, 1944–1975,” examines the roots
of gender politics in Quang xã both before and during the Communist-led
uprising against the French colonial regime following World War II. As it
shows, both revolutionary nationalists and the new Communist government
installed in 1954 relied on gendered and familial discourses in their anti-
colonial and anti-imperialist struggles. Gender discourses, state building, and
memories of military conflict produced a discursive framework that provided
the backdrop to the changes that would occur with the introduction of 
economic reforms in 1986.

Chapter 2, “Gender and 1xi MSi in Quang Xã,” examines how gendered
discourses in the xã during the first decade of 1xi MSi shifted in focus 
from revolutionary mobilization to promoting the economic activities of the
household and its integration into the marketplace, with women’s work in
the household assuming new importance. Gendered work roles underwent
significant changes, as the occupational structure in the xã began to change.
The chapter demonstrates that the reemergence of the market-oriented family
in Quang xã legitimized and strengthened the state’s ties to the household
even as it revitalized kin and lineage networks and neo-traditional cultural
and religious practices.

The 1xi MSi state’s pro-family discourses as well as kinship and house-
hold structures are examined in Chapter 3, “State Discourses and the Family
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Household,” where data from the household survey demonstrate that while
the new emphasis on the household legitimated state intervention into the
family, kinship provided the underlying structure of the family and social
practice. Official alarms about the “disintegration of the family” were 
not sustained by the evidence from Quang xã; on the contrary, the family
appeared not only to be have been reinvigorated by the market reforms 
but some of the underlying family patterns in the xã appear to have been
unchanged since the colonial period.

By the mid-1990s, households in Quang xã had become the main site for
economic production, reproduction, consumption, and inheritance, assum-
ing primary responsibility for the economic activities of their members.
Chapter 4, “Married Couples and Equality Families in Quang Xã,” investi-
gates the impact of the 1xi MSi economy on the conjugal couple in light of
resource theory and the state’s promotion of “equality families.” The findings
of my survey data and household interviews reveal that the unequal status
of men and women in the family stemmed less from their economic con-
tributions to the household than from conceptions and discourses about 
proper gendered behavior.

Chapter 5, “Womanhoods and State Subject-Making in Quang Xã,” exam-
ines the effect of state gender discourses on women by eliciting responses 
of a group of mothers-in-law and another of daughters-in-law to official 
discourses presented in a film about their respective roles, thereby exploring
how public norms in Quang xã had become insinuated into the private 
sphere. The findings indicate that state subject-making in the xã was based
on gendered interpellations linked to these women’s kin-based lives, their 
memories of the wartime past, and their present-day experiences. The older
generation of women showed a deeper imprint of identification with state
norms than did the younger group of women, who had come of age under
1xi MSi.

The conclusion of the book explores the theoretical implications of the
findings of this study. Chief among these is that the 1xi MSi state in Vietnam
governs in part through gendered discourses, the household, and the man-
agement of publicly constructed womanhoods, and that it does so to foster
social stability and meet economic goals rather than to achieve gender
equality in the family. Ultimately, I argue, the state undermines the very goals
of gender equity it seeks to advance in other areas of social policy. The dis-
cursive framework of the state embraces and contains this dynamic tension
between the public and private spheres, as Vietnam pursues the marketiza-
tion and globalization of its economy.

Notes
1 An early study was Werner, “Women.” In December, 1972, I made a trip to North

Vietnam as part of an anti-war delegation to interview historians in the Institute
of History in Hanoi while the war with the United States was still ongoing. I 
was working on a political history of the Cao 1ài religious sect, published as 
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Werner, Peasant. I continued to visit North Vietnam during the 1980s on short
research trips.

2 Early studies included Nguyln Tùng; PhAm V/n Bích; Gammeltoft; and Rydstrøm.
3 Field-based approaches to political topics constitute a time-honored tradition within

Southeast Asia studies, particularly to analyze the cultural logics and institutional
bases of power. The work of Benedict Anderson is the most notable in this regard.
Village-based gender studies that have viewed gender as a theoretical device to
better understand broader systems of knowledge and power have made signific-
ant contributions to the field of anthropology and offered similar insight into issues
of concern to political scientists. Among the most prominent of these in the field
of Southeast Asian studies are the works of Shelly Errington, Aihwa Ong, and Ann
Stoler. While I employed some ethnographic methods for this study, my research
concerns and methods came primarily from the domain of political science.

4 Population changes are impossible to document accurately, but the household 
registration system (hI khuu) during the French and American wars required travel
documents to leave most villages and effectively restricted free-moving population
flows. Socialist economic policies also greatly curtailed trading and marketing 
activities. The state-sponsored migration from the Red River delta to the high-
lands from the 1960s onward affected mainly villages in the lower delta, not the
villages around Hanoi where this study is situated. (See Hardy.)

5 Bergman represents the orthodox Marxist school of thought, while Hy V/n
LONng and Nguyln 1%c B&ng (Revolution) argue that male-oriented hierarchies
in northern villages were virtually unaffected by revolutionary politics.

6 Scholars studying China, for instance, have argued that gender has been central
to the construction of national and modern identity there and thus to the pro-
duction of state power (see Anagnost, National; Barlow; Rofel). In a study of the
former socialist systems in Eastern Europe, Verdery has similarly pointed to the
strong discursive quality of state-socialist systems with weak states, which use polit-
ical discourse as a primary unifying mechanism (Verdery, National, and Verdery,
“Theorizing”). She notes that transforming consciousness through language and
discourse is one of the prime aims of revolutionary states, where all language in
effect is politicized. Mitchell argues that “the state effect,” in which symbolic and
ideological features operate as particular practices of the state in concert with its
material apparatuses, is a key component of state-building activities.

7 See Fraser 90. Fraser’s work grounds discourse in its historical context.
8 Laclau and Mouffe 105–114.
9 See Verdery, National, 11.

10 Gendered discourses, a prime feature of both revolutionary and national socialist
systems, build on the strong affinities between kinship and nationalism, tying nation-
building to maternal imagery, gender difference, defense of a feminine homeland,
and “political love.” (See Anderson; Berezin 355–378.) As scholars have noted,
women as mothers reproduce the emerging nation-state in five ways: as biological
reproducers of the ethnic collectivity, as reproducers of the boundaries of the 
ethnic/national group, as signifiers of ethnic and national difference in discursive
constructions of ethnic/national categories and as transmitters of the group’s cul-
ture, and as participants in national, economic, political, and military struggles
(see Yuval-Davis and Anthias 7; McClintock 62–80).

11 The standard study of Confucianism and the family is 1ào Duy Anh. For a vivid
account of the impact of the Communist revolution on one northern clan, see Elliott.

12 Information on women in Vietnam can be obtained from the website of Vietnam’s
National Committee for the Advancement of Women in Vietnam, http://www.
ubphunu-ncfaw.gov.vn/?lang=E&func=0.

13 The Vietnamese term for state (nhà nOSc) includes the government, National
Assembly, and judiciary, and not the Communist Party. In this study, I use the
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term state to include all aspects of the government apparatus plus the Communist
Party and its affiliated mass organizations. The Communist Party in Vietnam 
is the official, although not the sole, source of ideology in Vietnam, and polices
conformity to its ideological imperatives.

14 Vietnam follows a state-led development model. Whether institutions and policy
determine the direction of development (i.e., in terms of strategic planning and
institutional capacity to implement policies) is debated by economists. However,
the 1xi MSi state certainly tries to steer the development process, both at the
national and local levels. The state sector is deemed the leading sector of the econ-
omy, and policies instituted in the 1990s were aimed “toward the construction of
civilized markets and a strong regulatory state,” as Abrami puts it.

15 Gal and Kligman, Politics.
16 Post-Confucianism, coined by the China specialist Roderick MacFarquhar, refers

to the Asian values paradigm used by the newly industrializing “Asian tigers” such
as Singapore, Taiwan, and Korea.

17 Theoretically, the party shifted to Hi Chí Minh Thought based on his ideology
of the united front and national harmony.

18 Prostitutes, who were regularly rounded up by the police in Hanoi in early 1996,
served as a scapegoat for displays of state control, although in fact most of their
clients were party and state officials making business deals in the bars where they
worked.

19 Quang is the nom or ancient Vietnamese name of the xã. Quang means “bamboo
frame” and derives from the bamboo frames (for holding baskets or other loads
at the ends of a shoulder pole) that used to be made in the village. Quang xã was
established in 1801 on the basis of a village (làng), an atypical occurrence known
as nhat xã, nhat thôn. The xã also served as canton seat during French colonial times,
although its inhabitants still referred to it as their làng. In the colonial census records
of 1921 and 1926, the Quang l3 trO[ng (mayor) used the term làng for the village,
although the cover sheet uses xã. Therefore Quang xã appeared to have a cor-
porate identity of its own apart from its constituent thôn. In the 1990s, there were
two tutelary deities at the level of the xã. There were also considerable intermarriage
and family ties between thôn, as discussed in Chapter 3 below.

20 Catholics live in most of the villages of the north and number about 10 percent
of the overall population of the delta. Quang xã traces its origins to the period
before the Chinese conquest, and one of its earliest inhabitants was supposedly
a general in the VAn Xuân kingdom who is the guardian deity or thành hoàng of
the village and is worshipped in a temple at the far end of the xã. Another native
son was a fourteenth-century literatus who served the court in Hanoi and is 
honored in the .ình or communal house in the middle of the xã. The .ình and
the market, along with the adjacent administrative offices, comprised the political
and economic center of the xã. In addition, there were three other pagodas, a
mibu, a small temple to Trfn HOng 1Ao, and numerous family shrines in the xã
in the 1990s.

21 From the time of the L3/Trfn dynasties up until the nineteenth century, the Tô
LCch River had branched off the Red River north of the royal citadel, traveled
west and then south downstream to join the NhuG. The winding Tô LCch 
surrounded the inner flank of the royal center, while the Red River on the right
protected the capital to the north and east. This natural configuration created an
island center for the royal enclosure, giving it supernatural and sacred power. Rule
from this seat could claim that Heaven and Earth were in alignment and peace
and prosperity reigned in the land. Th/ng Long was the name for the capital from
1010 to 1428, during the L3/Trfn dynasties. Hanoi has been its name from 1831
to the present. A soaring dragon is the iconic symbol for the imperial throne; 
“soaring” refers to the hump in the dragon’s back, or the bend in the river. Hanoi
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means “the city that lies in the bend of the river.” All points north, south, east,
and west are named in terms of direction from the center (nIi): hence Hà B%c
lies to the north, Hà Nam to the south, Hà Tây to the west, and Hà 1ông to the
east. Hà is the Sino-Vietnamese term for river.

22 I was particularly struck by the population density of Quang xã. Crowding was
such a problem that few of the residential enclosures contained the ponds that
one usually finds in villages in the Red River delta. Space for garden plots had
similarly been consumed by the pressure for housing, although courtyards, fruit
trees, and rose gardens leavened the heavy preponderance of brick. The Red River
delta has one of the highest rural population densities in Asia. In 1995, the popu-
lation density for the rural district of Thanh Trì was 2,101 persons per square km.
Although this seems low in comparison to the population density for inner Hanoi,
which was 17,320 per square km for the same year, the Thanh Trì figure repres-
ents inhabitants by total surface area, including cultivated lands, and thus fails
to capture the extremely high density of population on residential land (.at thx cO),
which resembles an urban city block in its density if not in its height. The popu-
lation density of Thanh Trì was higher than that of Thái Bình province, further
down in the delta, which was 1,141 persons per square km in 1992. (The figure
for the Red River delta as a whole was 1,085.) See Socialist Republic of Vietnam 
(CEc Thdng Kê Thành Phd Hà NIi); Socialist Republic of Vietnam (Txng CEc
Thdng Kê).

23 Most xã comprise several xóm or thôn. Contiguous residential buildings are clus-
tered in the thôn. The spatial and residential features of a Vietnamese xã are com-
pletely different than those of an American village in that the residential areas in
Vietnamese xã are tightly grouped into the sub-unit thôn and rice fields lie beyond
the residential enclosures. Isolated farmhouses surrounded by fields have no parallel
in northern Vietnamese rural communities. Nonetheless, like American villages,
Vietnamese xã range in size from a few hundred people to several thousand and are
autonomous political entities. Given the terminological complexity of xã and thôn,
I retain these terms in this study, and use “village” to refer only to xã.

24 According to the head of the công an (security office.)
25 The colonial state in the north fundamentally altered the economic and political

relationship between the village and the state through new taxation policies, admin-
istrative structures, and the commercialization of the economy. For an overview,
see Nguyln Thb Anh. A contemporary Communist source also mentions the com-
mercial and political impact of the colonial regime on the villages in Thanh Trì
district, where Quang xã is located (see Ban Chap Hành 15ng BI HuyGn Thanh
Trì). In Quang xã, the colonial regime introduced a new governance structure in
the 1930s by replacing the old Council of Notables with the Committee of Village
Affairs. The 1936 village conventions (hONng OSc) of the xã explicitly refer to
this change, one of many from the earlier 1889 conventions of the xã.

26 The presence of an American could set off criticism that could be used as a polit-
ical weapon in a battle between opposing sides – a type of conflict that occurs
regularly in Communist countries, part of why it is so difficult to do village research
in places like Vietnam. A researcher can become a lightning rod for all sorts of
disputes. Another problem with a home stay may have been that my designated
hostess, the president of the Women’s Association, was not a member of the
Communist Party because her class background (l3 lCch) was considered poor,
although she had been named head of the Women’s Association because of her
competence. She was part of the local elite; her husband was the lineage head of
Ch9 TCch Thành’s lineage. Also, her son-in-law was in the construction business
in Hanoi and had built a new imposing two-story house, one of the most impress-
ive in the xã, for his in-laws. I conducted research in Quang xã from October
1995 to June 1996, with follow-up visits in 1998 and 2000.
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27 It was impossible to conduct village research in northern Vietnam in the 1990s
without the approval and cooperation of xã authorities. In my case I believe the
cooperation of xã officials gave me some latitude in interviewing xã residents.
No one trailed me as I walked through the xã. Nonetheless, the possibility that
xã residents identified me with a state-research project and the state power struc-
ture, and thus provided me with officially sanctioned views, cannot be entirely
dismissed. Yet, xã residents could also have seen me as a privileged American
sent “on a mission,” as they would have put it, for some other purpose, although
probably not a personal quest. In the banter that passed for casual conversation
between xã women and myself, they often frankly told me, “You look so young
for your age,” which condensed a host of disparities between xã residents and
myself, and I often felt women cadres were studying me as much as I was study-
ing them. As for the households selected for interviews, thôn officials told us no
one refused an interview. I did not interview solely exemplary families, in that a
number of households had problems that they might have chosen to hide. For
instance, one household had been involved in an embezzlement scandal in the xã
and the son/husband was in jail, while another seemed to have been involved in
wife abuse or domestic violence. Thôn officials were often quite frank in telling
us about personal matters between husbands and wives to help us better under-
stand family relationships.

28 In the mid-1990s, officials in charge of dealing with Westerners in Vietnam still
asked the year of one’s first trip to Vietnam and how many subsequent trips one
had made. Because I had first been invited to the north as an anti-war academic
and had revisited the north several times in the 1980s, my credentials were fairly
solid, even though I was an American.

29 All names have been replaced with pseudonyms.
30 The unpublished economic reports of the People’s Committee and the Women’s

Association reports are in the author’s possession. Quang xã’s party history, also
unpublished, was written by a former ch9 tCch of the xã, who was a member of the
xã’s History Committee in the 1990s.

31 215 households (20 percent) were randomly selected out of a total of 1,058 
households in the 1994 Civil Register. The household survey gathered information
about household members from ages 15 to 65, dates of birth, educational levels,
head of household, household income, household expenditures, value of house-
hold goods and household property (land and house), and amount and value of
agricultural equipment, and data collected was for the year 1995. The individual
household members’ survey (682 respondents) was conducted among members
of the families included in the broader household survey, yielding additional data
about the economic activities of the respondents, household members’ economic
contributions to the household, budgeting and money management, and their per-
ceptions of their role in decision-making. A sub-sample of 220 married couples
who answered the individual household members’ survey provided data on decision-
making. The teams that gathered the data for the two surveys were composed of
researchers and students from the Sociology Institute. They, not the respondents,
filled in the questionnaires at the homes of the respondents. No Westerners were
present during this process. After the questionnaires were completed, a database
was created using SPSS.

32 The households interviewed represented a wide range of family types and eco-
nomic circumstances. Husbands and wives were interviewed both alone and
together, depending on who was available. Since it was off-season in an agricul-
tural area, most adults were at home and had the time both for the survey teams
to administer the questionnaires and for me to conduct the interviews. No one
refused to be interviewed.

        



1 Revolutionary Discourses, the
Resistance Wars, and Gender
Politics in Quang Xã, 1945–1975

Their toes are bony, with long black nails;
They spread like chicken feet.
For five, fifteen, thirty years, I’ve watched
The women go down to the river for water.

Their hair knots break in torrents
Down the back of their soft wet shirts.
They grip their shoulder poles with one hand;
The other holds white clouds.

As the river presses against its banks to turn,
The men bring fishing poles and dreams of the sea.
The magic fish turn away and cry;
Bobbers lie still on the surface of the water.
The men, angry and sad, go far away.

For five, fifteen, thirty years, I’ve watched
The women come back from the river with water.
Crowds of naked children running behind and growing up.
The girls put poles on their shoulders and go to the river.
The boys carry fishing poles and dreams of the sea,
While the magic fish turn away and cry
Because they’ve seen the hook in the dazed bait.

Nguyln Quang Thigu, The Women Carry River Water1

The roots of the gender order that I observed in my visits to Quang xã
after the initiation of 1xi MSi reforms go back much further in its history
and are essential to understanding more recent changes. Gender and familial
discourses were a key element in the origins and development of the anti-
colonial movement against the French, a legacy that influenced the Com-
munist revolutionary movement. As discussed in this chapter, revolutionary
nationalist discourses viewed women as a significant resource in the struggle
against the French, and the idea of gender equality was first developed as 
a function of national liberation. Anti-colonial activists urged women to 
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emulate patriotic models and disseminated the idea that women and their
maternal functions symbolized the essence of the national community. The
Indochinese Communist Party (ICP), founded in 1930 under Hi Chí Minh,
also stressed statist values of revolutionary womanhoods and familialism.
With the birth of an independent state under communist rule in 1945, as we
shall see, gender and familial discourses were used to promote and justify state
policies and reforms that led to both greater participation for women in the
public sphere and their continuing secondary status within the family.

Gender and familial images embodied and transmitted in conscious state
discourses were part of the new gender arrangements the Communists put
into effect when they overthrew the colonial regime and came to power in
Quang xã in August 1945. Although they only ruled for two years until the
French military regained control, the ViGt Minh Communists put a new 
gender order into place, which they then consolidated when they returned
in 1954 following their victory against the French. Cadres in Quang xã mobil-
ized and promoted village women into new political and economic functions
through discourses of women’s emancipation, class struggle, and national 
liberation. With the resumption of war in 1960, this time against the United
States, Quang xã became part of an important rear base for North Vietnam,
and war and military mobilization intensified the socialist gender order. Dur-
ing this second resistance war against a foreign power (1960–1975), gender
politics, economic production, and wartime mobilization in the xã became
firmly linked.

Vietnamese Revolutionary Discourses: Saving the Country
(CÄu NÅ!c) and Gendering the Nation

Gender and familial metaphors had been important elements in the devel-
opment of Vietnamese revolutionary nationalism from its very beginnings.
As early as the turn of the twentieth century, they appeared in the works of
Phan BIi Châu (1880–1930), who had a seminal impact on the thinking 
of his generation and introduced the Western idea of political sovereignty
and the right to rule based on the will of the people.2 Phan’s famous 1905
book, ViGt Nam vong qudc s\ [The History of the Loss of the Country], argued
that the people (dân) needed to awaken their consciousness (tính giác) and
liberate their country (qudc).3 New ideas about nationhood, patriotism, citizen-
ship, loyalty to the nation above king, and the concept of “the people” that
he introduced began to take root among the literati and intelligentsia. The
highly influential 1ông Kinh Ngh<a ThEc (Tonkin Free School), one of
whose founders was from Quang xã, helped to disseminate Phan’s radical
modernist and anti-colonial ideas.4

Phan viewed women as a key element in the struggle for national awaken-
ing. Reviving heroic narratives of women’s resistance to foreign rule to 
motivate them to take up the national cause, Phan urged women to emulate
heroic defenders of their native land such as the Hai Bà TrOng, or TrOng
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sisters, who led a revolt against the Eastern Han in 40 AD. To Phan, as to Hi
Chí Minh, the idea of county/nation (qudc) was constituted by revolution-
ary heroism in which the heroine/hero personified the national spirit.5

Replacing the Confucian moral of the story of filial piety and the sisters’
desire to avenge the killings of their husbands, Phan popularized a reread-
ing that turned on their love of country and desire to expel foreign invaders,
which became the standard account in Communist tracts against the French
and the United States.6

Phan BIi Châu also introduced the idea of the country/nation of Vietnam
as a single family to which individuals had to subordinate their own inter-
ests. Using the highly evocative term .ing bào (literally, “children of the same
womb”), which can be translated as “compatriots” or “fellow countrymen,”
Phan argued if the Vietnamese remained united, they would be able to expel
the French, no matter what the odds.7 1ing bào soon became intrinsic to the
modern political vocabulary of Vietnam, capturing not only the common 
ethnicity and heritage of the ViGt but the singular quality of the race. At the
same time, the term implicitly condemned the French on moral grounds, sug-
gesting they were illegitimate rulers, while instilling a fighting spirit among
the Vietnamese. The Communist revolution would inherit this and other unity
terms such as .ing tâm (unity of mind), using them to forge a sense of ethnic-
ally based nationalist identity to arouse resistance against the French.8

This stirring patriotic rhetoric, the focus on heroism and unity (terms asso-
ciated with the ethnic singularity of the ViGt), and the idea of the nation 
as one family were all crucial components of the gendering of Vietnamese
revolutionary nationalism. According to this discourse, all Vietnamese women
had the mettle to become revolutionary heroines. By having courageously
stood up to foreign aggression in the past, Vietnamese women represented
Vietnam’s finest historical traditions. Moreover, because women were the 
mainstays of the family, were or would be mothers, and all Vietnamese could
trace their ancestry back to the “same womb,” according to Phan, the symbol
of feminine reproductive power was especially potent. Unity concepts implied
that the ViGt people were a collectivity differentiated from the foreign French
(usually referred to derogatorily as Tây, or Westerner) and their illegitimate,
abusive rule. In Phan’s writings, women are portrayed as emblematic of the
national group or national race itself (gidng).9

Phan recognized that forging patriotism, instilling love of country, and 
saving the country/nation could not be accomplished without the active 
support of women, and thus he argued that women should be brought out
of the home into the public sphere to serve the country and the national cause.
Women needed to be educated like men because of their essential role in 
raising and educating their children to respond to the call of the nation.
Defining the essential challenge of the Vietnamese nation in terms of the 
mortal danger posed by colonialism, Phan turned women’s “natural” mater-
nal instincts into their duty to defend their country. As such, Phan BIi Châu
was the first anti-colonial writer to link the role of women to patriotism and
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national sovereignty, arguing that patriotism (yêu nOSc) was the highest call-
ing of women as well as men. Joining the struggle would lead women to claim
their “rights” and freedom along with the sovereignty of their country. Phan
was also the first to claim that women would achieve equality along with
men with the freedom of their country.10

Building on Phan’s conceptions of gendered anti-colonialism, the Indo-
chinese Communist Party blended these ideas with Marxist/Leninist ideology.
While introducing Marxist notions of gender equality and mass mobiliza-
tion, especially by using emulation as a new social strategy, the Vietnamese
Communist movement fully embraced the spirit of nationalist thinking as
represented by Phan BIi Châu in relying on family imagery, kinship models,
and essentialist tropes of Vietnamese womanhoods. In these discourses, Hi
Chí Minh was also pictured as kin-related “Uncle Hi,” the wise, older, male
family figure referred to by the kinship term bác, “father’s older brother.”
Communist publications extolled Uncle Hi’s sacrifice of his personal family
happiness in order to serve the people (ostensibly he never married and 
had no children of his own, and thus was often symbolically portrayed as
the father of all Vietnamese children). The Vietnamese terms for state and
nation also employed family imagery. The preferred word for state, nhà nOSc,
is composed of nhà (home) and nOSc (water). The Sino-Vietnamese term qudc
gia is composed of qudc (country) and gia (house/family), meaning nation,
state, or country, depending on how it is used.

These Communist writings depicted women as essential to reclaiming
national sovereignty and linked them to what was described as the historic
tradition of women rising up against foreign aggressors. Women embodied
the finest traditions of the ethnic Vietnamese nation and became symbols
for awakening national consciousness and patriotic fervor. As early as 1925,
Hi, in his famous training manual, 1OXng Kách MGnh, explicitly urged
women to join the fight against the French and take inspiration from the
international socialist movement.11 The liberation of women, he argued, 
was essential to unite the country, defeat the French, and build socialism.
Equality would require women to exercise their rights, to overcome their 
passive and dependent nature, and to help build the country (xây dzng nhà
nOSc).12 Equality was not just an equal division of labor in the family, he
wrote, but included the right and responsibility of women to participate fully
in national affairs. Above all, the role of all good citizens was to serve the
people by displaying love for country and Uncle Hi and respect for the state’s
laws and the party’s policies.

At the same time, Communist militants saw women’s equality as a means
to attack the Confucian family and to wage class struggle, especially during
the early period of the movement in the 1930s. Vietnamese Marxists saw the
patriarchal family system as a key component of “feudalism” and the social
structure upholding the colonial regime. Equality for women would advance
the struggle against the ruling class and undermine feudal attitudes fostering
the exploitation of the weakest segment of society.13 Communist writings,
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both before and after the August Revolution, focused on reforming the 
family to curb its worst excesses: arranged marriages, child marriage, and
concubinage.14 During the American war, Marxist writings also incorporated
Engels’ theories regarding the bourgeois family and his analysis that women’s
domestic confinement stemmed from capitalist society.15

The Quang xã political and historical documents to which I was granted
access incorporated the family-based themes of the anti-colonial Communist
terminology of revolutionary nationalism through their frequent use of such
terms as “revolutionary morality” (.Ao .Tc cách mAng) to refer to virtuous
family behavior, “compatriots” (.ing bào), and “gender equality” (bình .png
nam n#), which reflect the language of gendered nationalism and ethnic-based
unity. Quang xã political documents included revolutionary nationalist
phraseology such as the people “owe a debt to the nation” (.gn Nn .áp ngh<a)
and “when you drink the water, remember the source” (udng nOSc nhS nguin),
themes used by the party for moral appeals and social welfare programs. The
annual reports of the Women’s Association frequently referred to the pater-
nalistic authority of Uncle Hi and freely invoked familial images of the
Vietnamese people and nation.16

When he founded the ViGt Minh Nationalist League (ViGt Nam 1Ic LFp
1ing Minh HIi) in 1941, Hi Chí Minh’s discourses were heavily inflected
with moralistic, nationalist, and familial themes. Urging women to help save
the country (cTu nOSc), he advised them to do whatever it took to assist
their fellow countrymen (.ing bào). The ViGt Minh’s first women’s organ-
ization, the Women’s Association to Save the Country (HIi PhE N# CTu
NOSc), called on women to encourage their menfolk to join the army and to
treat all soldiers as their own flesh and blood.17 Hi urged women to join 
the militia and local defense forces and argued that in doing so, they would
realize that love of family and love of country were one and the same.
Following the lead of the first nationalists, Hi also claimed that all
Vietnamese women were worthy successors of the Hai Bà TrOng who
should emulate their “golden tradition” of heroic resistance to foreign 
invasion.18 Moreover, in his view, such heroines were moral paragons 
who personified virtue (.Ao .Tc) and revolutionary ethics and ardor (.Ao .Tc
cách mAng).19 By the time of the August Revolution in 1945, Hi was coun-
seling that patriotism and socialism were dependent upon women’s moral 
force (.Ao .Tc ngOXi phE n#). While women who had revolutionary con-
sciousness (tình c5m cách mAng) would necessarily carry out revolutionary 
activities outside the home, within the home they also needed to serve as a
model (gONng mku) to their children, raise them well, and attain a civilized
way of life (nbp sdng v/n minh).20 “If families are good, society is good,” Hi
counseled.21

While gender served as an important mobilization tool, the internal gender
politics of the ICP were another matter. With the exception of Nguyln ThC
Minh Khai (1910–1941), few women were admitted to the upper reaches of
the Indochinese Communist Party, and even Minh Khai complained about
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patriarchal attitudes among male cadres and the difficulties she faced in assert-
ing her authority despite her position as a member of the Central Committee.22

Clearly the gender hierarchies in the ICP contradicted its promotion of gender
equality. According to Quinn-Judge, women members of the ICP had little
opportunity to assert their individual equality, which they sacrificed to the
interests of the party.23

With the start of the war against the French in 1946, the ViGt Minh Com-
munists urged women to join emulation campaigns to instill revolutionary
virtue and devotion to public duty and family service. Emulation, a central
strategy of the new Communist state, incorporated patriotic emulation con-
tests, production emulation campaigns, and family emulation campaigns 
as well as campaigns encouraging thrift and against waste and corruption.
Emulation movements such as new life movements (.Xi sdng mSi) and 
patriotic emulation movements (phong trào thi .ua ái qudc) were the life
blood of the revolution’s new moral mission. Following earlier revolutionary
nationalists, the ViGt Minh fostered the emulation of revolutionary heroes
and heroines who came from the ordinary people. These models existed in
real life and provided evidence that one could strive to become part of this
noble pantheon. Nguyln ThC Minh Khai, the most famous of these heroines,
gave her life for the country during the failed ICP-led southern uprising in
1942.24 Later, during the American war, the National Liberation Front leader
and military commander Nguyln ThC 1Cnh seized the public imagination
because she had suffered so much in her personal life; her husband had been
killed by the French and she was separated from her child for the duration
of the war.25 Many heroes and heroines at the local level were also recog-
nized by the state for their contributions to the nation, their bravery, and
their noble sacrifices. In Quang xã, a former high-ranking cadre qualified as
a charismatic and possibly heroic figure in the eyes of local population. Mrs.
Lê Minh Châu had served as an underground ViGt Minh liaison operative
during the French war, leading to her arrest and incarceration in Hanoi. Later
released, she became an official in the new Communist government in the xã,
eventually rising to the position of president of the Women’s Association.
When I first met her in the offices of the xã, male cadres kept dropping by
and interrupting the proceedings to pay their respects, treating her with unusual
deference. Although she considered herself “just a peasant,” she had been
promoted to the district during the American War after her posts in the xã,
suggesting that her well-regarded performance at the local level had led to
the higher-level appointment.

As we shall see, the statist values of gendered revolutionary consciousness
and heroism introduced by Phan and Hi Chí Minh became instilled among
the populace of Quang xã during 30 years of war against the French and
then the United States. The discourses of gendered heroic exemplarity and
saving the nation, along with the notions of revolutionary morality (.Ao .Tc
cách mAng) and the just cause (chính ngh<a) and the myths of national purity,
collective unity, and brotherhood/sisterhood (the cult of .ing bào), combined
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to impart a new collective morality to the people of the Red River delta.26

These new discourses, including the notion of gender equality, were essential
elements in the formation of citizenship and revolutionary fraternity in build-
ing a new nation and independent state in Vietnam.27 In this sense, citizen 
subject-making in Quang xã actually required the acceptance of new gendered
subjectivities to actively claim one’s participation in the new national com-
munity. Through their revolutionary discourses, the Communist Party and
affiliated mass organizations instructed the populace in the ethical pieties 
of revolutionary thought and action. Using emulation techniques and mass
mobilization, the party also tried to imbue the people of the Red River delta
with a new consciousness by stressing simpler lifestyles as the first step to a
new life (.Xi sdng mSi.) The party urged peasants to cut back on ceremonial
expenses, to improve village sanitary conditions (using clean water, building
latrines), and to practice thrift. It targeted women in particular to practice
simple lifestyles, observe “correct” behavior, and conduct honest market and
trading activities.

Gender and Revolutionary Activities in Quang Xã during 
the French War (1945–1954)

In Quang xã, the ViGt Minh first targeted women for revolutionary mobil-
ization and political recruitment in 1944 when ViGt Minh activists started to
organize women’s and youth salvation associations in the xã. By early 1945,
xã men and women had also joined ViGt Minh “armed propaganda” activities,
resulting in four men’s guerilla bands (.Ai .Ii nam tz vG ) and one women’s
guerilla unit (trung .Ii n# tz vG ).28 According to the party history of the xã,
the Women’s Association for National Salvation (HIi PhE N# CTu Qudc), 
the Youth Salvation Association, and the self-defense units mobilized the 
population to seize power from the colonial elite in August 1945.29 An activ-
ist from the district assumed the leadership of the xã and formed a Provi-
sional Revolutionary People’s Committee. Women’s Associations were set
up in every xóm (which the thôn were called at that time), each with its own
leadership.30

The first revolutionary government in the xã (1945–1947) included women
as heads of Health Care and the Women’s Association (two out of seven
positions). Henceforth, women in Quang xã would continue to serve in these
gender-designated positions, but would eventually also hold other posts, includ-
ing the party secretary and ch9 tCch (president of the People’s Committee).

The Provisional Revolutionary People’s Committee used the Women’s
Association to carry out the struggle on three fronts: against famine, illiter-
acy, and foreign aggression. One of the first tasks of the Committee was to 
stabilize the people’s living conditions in the wake of the disastrous famine
of May 1945. Ten people had died in Quang xã that month, and 50 more
would succumb to famine-related diseases the following October when floods
destroyed the autumn crop. According to the party history, xã residents were
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mobilized into labor teams to dig drainage ditches and canals, and a New Life
movement was launched to encourage thrift and reduce ceremonial expenses.
The well-off were asked to contribute to the new government’s Gold Week
(Tufn ll vàng) to support the resistance. Xã residents also voted for their
provincial representatives in the National Assembly elections in January 1946.31

Local men were urged to join the ViGt Minh army in a March to the South
(Nam Tibn) military drive.

These activities resulted in a “steady awakening in nationalism and a grow-
ing attachment to the fledging Democratic Republic of Vietnam,” according
to the xã history. But the French, having retaken Hanoi in late 1946, were
intent on wiping out the revolutionary movement. Quang xã lay to the 
south along Route 1, a communications and military corridor crucial to the
defenses of Hanoi. In December 1946, Hi Chí Minh issued an appeal for a
nationwide War of Resistance against the French. ViGt Minh activists in the
xã prepared to carry out the “empty gardens, empty houses” (vOXn không,
nhà trdng) policy of the party to stop the French advance. In Quang xã, the
bridge over the Tô LCch River was blown up, and in February 1947 the first
French advance into the xã was repulsed by guerillas. In March, however,
a French armored column drove through the xã’s main road and fired into the
thatched-roofed houses along the road, destroying 200 houses and killing 
23 people. French troops occupied the town hall (.ình), a nearby temple, the
Memorial House, and market stalls.32 The ViGt Minh then ambushed 40 French
troops in nearby Hà 1ông town, which gave the resistance in Quang xã a
“shining example of heroic struggle,” according to the party-written history.33

Nonetheless, the xã remained under French military occupation until 1954,
with troops stationed at two posts in the village.

After the French reoccupation of the xã in 1947, the revolutionary move-
ment went underground. Quang families sympathetic to the ViGt Minh helped
shelter revolutionary cadres and maintained liaison and communication links
between the xã and revolutionary bases in Hà 1ông province. When the French
military tried to conscript local men for the auxiliary French forces, pro-ViGt
Minh women spearheaded anti-conscription movements and provided 
cover for ViGt Minh reconnaissance and guerilla activities. Market women
in particular were valuable liaison agents and spies, and one market woman,
Mrs. V> ThC Trang, famous for her meat pies, assisted the movement unde-
tected over a period of years.

The outline of the new governance structure established by the ViGt Minh
in Quang xã from 1945–1947 set up a new and explicit gender regime in the
form of new organizations, new personnel assigned to them, and new political
discourses.34 Although this gender regime would become more fully developed
during the American war, when the xã was under complete Communist 
control, the parameters of the new system started to emerge during the first
resistance war. When fully developed, this gender regime was based on the
political organization of the mass associations controlled by the party as well
as on the mobilization/emulation techniques and political activities generated

        



Revolutionary discourses and wars in Quang Xã 25

by these organizations. It consisted of a web of organizations and activities
with specific organizational, political, and ideological and discursive features.
The regime defined gender in particular ways and set the parameters for 
how to discuss and think about it. “Gender equality” (bình .png nam n#) was
defined as incorporating women along with men as citizens in a new vision
of the political community. Women were to participate equally in the build-
ing of the new society through revolutionary action and patriotic endeavors.
As such, gender equality was conceived in the Engelsian sense of “emancipa-
tion” – liberation through mobilization and later collective labor. During 
the resistance wars, mobilization campaigns and political activities drew 
women into public activities to the end of making them “equal” with men
in society. Gender equality was thus not viewed as a function of individual
equality for women nor as empowering them on the basis of their own agenda
and organizational initiative.

The organizations in the gender regime managed, mobilized, and enforced
gender activities. As such, gender became a prime tool for the exercise of
revolutionary power. Starting with the French war, the gender regime was
primarily based on the Women’s Association, in alliance with the party. Policies
specifically relating to women were channeled through the Women’s Asso-
ciation. Most, though not all, of the activities of the Women’s Association were
organized into political campaigns and emulation contests. Instructions for
launching these campaigns or movements (phong trào) mainly came from 
the central government and the district, but the local party organization also
provided guidance for implementation.

The Communist Party and the Women’s Association began to establish
this gender regime in Quang xã during the first resistance war against the
French, although it did not fully function until the American war. It was
instituted and maintained in four ways: (l) generating the goals and activ-
ities of the regime; (2) identifying, recruiting, and promoting women to 
fill administrative and leadership positions as a result of these activities; 
(3) setting discursive parameters or political lines for women’s activities; and 
(4) promoting a new model of feminine behavior that all women, especially
women cadres, were urged to follow.

The gender regime was based on the assumption that the political pre-
conditions for women’s emancipation (gi5i phóng phE n#) were the elimina-
tion of foreign rule, the landlord class, and the capitalist system. But gender
equality, always defined as a function of state power, also relied on mobil-
ization techniques and approaches that attempted to manage women’s lives
both in the family and in the public arena. The gender regime also sought
to tailor gendered political subjectivity and influence how people positioned
themselves as gendered subjects. Finally, gender equality was defined as the
liberation of women from the shackles of the family, by which means they
would be able to achieve their full potential by serving the state. The model
for revolutionary and patriotic woman had thus started to take shape in Quang
xã as early as the August Revolution. From the beginning, the model woman
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was defined as loyal to the Communist Party and to the country, devoted to
her husband and to her family, skillful in housework, dedicated to raising
her children well, and performing as a good worker in the family economy.
In addition, she followed the law and implemented party policies correctly,
maintained good relations with other family members, and joined in public
activities when asked to do so. Feminine exemplars (gONng mku) set an 
example for others to follow. The Women’s Association’s history of the xã
refers to exemplary revolutionary women (gONng bà mB or “model mothers”)
as those who fed and sheltered revolutionary cadres during the resistance
war against the French. During the American war, these gONng bà mB included
mothers who from 1964 onwards had sent three or more children to fight
against the United States.

During both resistance wars, the ideals of heroism, stalwartness, and
resourcefulness would become the new feminine standards. Revolutionary
heroism stressed sacrifice and service to family and country, while “bour-
geois” or urban indulgence was frowned upon. Revolutionary womanliness
entailed conceptions of femininity based on civic consciousness, military 
duty, and a heightened sense of responsibility to the family. “Good” women
citizens were skillful, resourceful, and respectful. New institutions in Quang
xã reinforced these new notions of femininity, while exemplary women in
the xã provided “shining examples” (tam gONng sáng) of womanly accom-
plishment for others to follow.

Gender, Military Violence, and Class Struggle under 
French Occupation

When the xã’s party historians wrote about the savagery and brutality of
the French between 1947–1954, when the xã was a contested zone between
the French and their allies and the underground guerilla forces, they expli-
citly used gendered discourses to condemn the victimization and terroriz-
ing of the Vietnamese people and to convey their sense of outrage. Attacks
upon women’s virtue by colonial degradations constituted a longstanding
grievance in Communist revolutionary writings. Hi Chí Minh had attacked
colonialism as an act of sadistic gendered violence on colonized subjects, 
pointing to routine rapes, torture, and even murders of women for minor
infractions.35 Quang xã’s party history similarly claimed that xã women were
endangered by the depraved attentions of French soldiers who “strayed” from
their barracks in drunken rampages and went on the lookout for women,
referring to several notorious incidents in which local women were attacked
and raped by marauding soldiers, both French and African (recruited from
French colonies in West Africa). Prostitution, gambling, brawls, and drunken-
ness allegedly accompanied the presence of these soldiers in the xã. These
themes are mentioned often enough in the xã history to merit attention, and
they demonstrate how post-colonial discourses are often tied to portrayals
of gendered violence and colonial victimization.
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Gendered and familial discourses also run through the party’s narrative
of the revolutionary struggle against French military violence in the xã dur-
ing 1947–1954. According to the xã history, as soon as the French reestab-
lished control, they revived the colonial Council of Family Clans (HIi .ing
tIc bivu) and the Committee of Village Affairs (HIi .ing hONng chính), com-
posed of landlords and the pro-colonial elite. The French started conscript-
ing local men into the French Civil Guards to staff their two military posts.
Village revolutionaries dispersed but came back to the xã for operations, in
line with the ViGt Minh policy to “cling to their home villages” (bám .at,
bám dân) and build up the resistance movement. In August 1947, the French
captured 86 guerilla fighters and brought them into the xã. Soldiers tied them
up, pushed them into a trench, and shot them. According to the party his-
tory, “This was the most savage killing carried out so far, which the people
of Quang xã would long remember.”36

In 1948, a large band of guerrillas harassed French troops and carried 
out propaganda activities in Quang market and the main road, targeting the
Civil Guards. In March 1948, guerillas attacked one of the French posts and
Quang jail, releasing 48 prisoners and seizing numerous arms. A ViGt Minh
intelligence group (báo quân) was sent into the xã to develop the guerilla 
movement and “strengthen the party.” Guerillas were also active in nearby
villages, where they destroyed six pro-French Committees of Village Affairs.
As a result, officials in the Quang Committee of Village Affairs were forced to
sleep in the French military compound for protection. In May 1949, guerillas
again attacked the French post, freed the Civil Guards, and seized more arms.
They staged two assassination attempts on the pro-French canton chief, but
he escaped.

Retaliation was swift and severe. In April, 1949, a French mobile brigade
entered the xã and arrested 24 guerillas, including Nguyln 1/ng Son from
the intelligence unit, a ViGt Minh military cadre who was born in the xã.
The French carried out his public execution in Quang Market. He was said
to have shouted, “Long live the Indochinese Communist Party, long live Hi
Chí Minh” before he died. According to the xã history, his wife and three-
year-old child witnessed this event. The xã history notes that “his faithful
wife refused to remarry,” an invocation of classical Confucian celebrations of
chaste widowhood.37 Son’s daughter later became an official in the xã Women’s
Association and lost her own husband during the second resistance war.38

Local guerillas then assassinated the newly appointed canton chief in 
Quang market. According to the party history, the French caught one of
them, cut off his head, and displayed it in the market. The resistance move-
ment was still strong, however, and core activists continued to operate in
the xã. In January 1950, xã guerillas participated in the ViGt Minh attack
on BAch Mai airfield, destroying 25 planes and gasoline storage tanks. But
then the French, through an informer, discovered the remaining xã militants
in Quang An pagoda, summarily executed them, and displayed their ears in
Quang market to “terrorize the population.”
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The French rounded up more local men for police and auxiliary military
functions. In 1952, French troops made the inhabitants of the xã rebuild 
Quang bridge over the Tô LCch. French soldiers were able to patrol the streets
and alleyways in relative security; although ViGt Minh armed propaganda
brigades still operated in the area, virtually all the Communist Party cadres
in Quang xã and families who protected them (gia .ình cN s[) had been killed
or forced to leave the xã.39 These experiences of violence and intimidation
under French military occupation undoubtedly heightened peasant women’s
commitment to the resistance movement as well as their later political in-
volvement during the American war.

Many years later, in 1996, 70-year-old Mrs. Nguyln ThC PhONng remem-
bered the horror and panic experienced by her family during the French war:

When the enemy came, they forced [my husband] into the army, as a
French “partisan.” When our forces came, he was told to go to the MAo
KhONng coal mine. He died on his way home, we don’t know where. . . .
[He was killed by the French. A few days later she gave birth to a son.]
This house was left to us by our grandparents. My mother-in-law
[re]built it on the land left by our elders. When the enemy came, they
had totally dismantled and destroyed it. . . . The enemy forces arrested
my father-in-law and mother-in-law and took them for detention in the 
mint (nhà tign). On the 4th of May, my father-in-law was still alive 
when we brought him food. On the 5th he was dead. That was in 1948.
My mother-in-law passed away in 1983. My mother and father lived
nearby. When I went to the rear, the enemy came and arrested my 
parents. They took my father to the post there. The post was attacked
by our men, and he died in that attack.40

In July 1954, following their victory at 1iGn Biên Ph9, the ViGt Minh returned
to Quang xã and took over the government. The pro-French Committee 
of Village Affairs handed over their village seals and files to the new ViGt
Minh authorities, male and female cadres sent in from the district, although
some former militants from the xã also apparently returned. Many land-
lords and French collaborators, but not all, had fled to the south, but the
last French soldier did not leave until October 1954.41 Some Civil Guards
stayed; others went south. The new People’s Committee released 152 pris-
oners in Quang jail.

With the reassertion of ViGt Minh control, gender became an issue in 
the land reform movement launched by the Communist Party in 1956. By
breaking the power of the landlord class, the party wished to empower poor
peasants and women, redistribute wealth, and substitute its own institu-
tional structure in place of the kin-based landlord class for governing the
villages.42 Land reform was thus an attempt to transform the economic 
basis of the new state and establish a new social and political structure. The
Quang party history claims that 70 percent of “all peasants” were landless
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by the end of the colonial period. Women did as much or more farming 
than men, and access to land meant economic survival for their families. 
The Women’s Association history claims that xã women were very active
during the land reform, referring to them as the “mainstays” (nòng cdt) of
the movement.43

According to Mrs. Châu, there were two big landlords in Quang xã, one
of whom was classified as a “traitor” and the other as a “resistance land-
lord” because one of his sons had fought with the ViGt Minh.44 Of the land-
lords’ ricefields, 150 mku (one mku = 360 sq. meters) were confiscated in Wave
Five of the reform, along with 250 mku belonging to giáp (male peer-group)
organizations in the xóm (pre-thôn units).45 In all, 600 mku of land were expro-
priated and assigned to 2,500 landless peasants, averaging 1 sào 7 thOSc (528
sq. meters) per worker.46 The houses, buffaloes, and agricultural equipment
of the landlords and former colonial officials were also confiscated and redis-
tributed to the peasantry on the basis of social classifications drawn up by
a land reform team sent from outside the village.47

According to the party history, seven landlords cum “tyrants” were put
on trial, but this source does not say what happened to them other than to
note that former colonial officials and soldiers were sent to “reeducation.”
Trials were held in the town hall (.ình), two clan shrines, and the former
military training ground at the end of the xã. Serving as “the judge and the
peasants the jury,” the land reform team used the land reform process to
“fan up hatred towards the former ruling elite,” which included former 
village officials, French collaborators, and “puppet” soldiers.48 The party 
mobilized peasant women to take part in these denunciations. The land 
reform team ignited class struggle with the slogan, “Down with landlords;
let us firmly overthrow the landlords and local tyrants; the peasants must
give an account of their suffering and rise up” and carried out a policy they
described as relying on the poor and landless peasants, acting in solidarity
with the middle peasants and in cooperation with the rich peasants, over-
throwing the landlord class, and giving land to the working peasants.49

Socialist Power and Gender Politics during the American War
(1954–1975)

As elsewhere in the Red River delta, the land reform had been carried out
in a hasty and ideologically extremist manner, which created a setback for
the new authorities. According to Quang xã’s party history, the land reform
team was composed of “outsiders,” which led them to make erroneous 
class classifications. They arrested most of the first People’s Committee, 
including the ch9 tCch, who were former ViGt Minh resistance fighters, on the
grounds they were members of the Vietnamese Nationalist Party (ViGt Nam
Qudc Dân 15ng). Taking over the leadership of the xã, the land reform team
disbanded the People’s Committee altogether, and no one dared challenge
its authority.50
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The land reform in other xã in the delta had elevated poor peasant women
to leadership positions, and when the party began to draw back from the
“classism” and extremist actions of the land reform, these women were 
discredited.51 Quang xã’s party history only relates that in 1957, the first
People’s Committee officials were exonerated and released from jail during
the Rectification of Errors campaign and a new People’s Committee was
elected, which included two women. There is no mention of a power struggle
between former and new cadres or attempts to settle scores against newly
elevated women leaders. Nor is the ratio of former to new cadres following
the Rectification of Errors Campaign clear, although the xã’s branch of 
the party never abandoned its policy of promoting women to leadership 
positions, which is consistent with reports from other xã.

Following the Rectification of Errors Campaign, the post-land-reform 
leadership had to deal with the fear and division sown by the land reform.
Xã officials were obliged to contact revolutionary families, demobilized 
soldiers, and former guerilla fighters to promise that mistakes would be 
corrected and land classifications would be changed, according to the party
history. This source claims the new regime still lacked a solid core of cadres
in the village and “failed to assert its authority.” Some of the cadres lacked
the qualifications for running the xã, as they had virtually no education and
were illiterate.52 The continuing presence of some of the former elite in the
village had undermined the government. Prolonged drought in the spring of
1955 produced a poor crop, severely challenging the first administration, but
the People’s Committee organized an emulation campaign in 1956 that
apparently produced greater yields.

Following the land reform and subsequent rectification campaign, Thanh
Trì district finally gave Quang xã permission to set up an autonomous 
party cell, comprising nine members, including two women. The new party
branch (.5ng 9y) and People’s Committee (-y ban nhân dân) were henceforth
the governing institutions in the xã. The head of the People’s Committee
remained the ch9 tCch, who along with the party chief (bí thO .5ng 9y) and
the head of the security office (công an) were the top three officials in the
xã. The party branch and the People’s Committee quickly developed the mass
organizations throughout the xã: the Women’s Association, the Peasants’
Association, the Youth Association, the Veterans’ Association, and the Old
Peoples’ Association. These organizations spun out from party headquar-
ters to each of the xóm (pre-thôn units) and soon enveloped all facets of xã
social life.53

After the ViGt Minh returned to Quang xã in 1954, it took three years for
the new regime to consolidate its control. In stabilizing its position, the 
party tried to deepen and strengthen the gender regime. New land policies,
mass organization activities, emulation movements, electoral and political
campaigns, and military recruitment were means that the party used to both
consolidate its control and to extend the gender regime. Women were included
as political cadres in the xã’s People’s Committee in 1954 and 1957, most
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of them peasant activists who had distinguished themselves in the resistance
war against the French or during the land reform. Four women who had
leading roles in the land reform subsequently became party members when
the party cell was established in the xã in 1956. Mrs. Hoàng ThC Xuân became
a party member in 1958, and went on to become a leading cadre during the
post-land reform Rectification Campaign.

As it consolidated control, the party turned its attention to family reform.
The legal efforts of the xã’s gender regime were directed toward reforming
the “feudal family” and its worst features, such as polygamy, child marriage,
and elaborate marriage ceremonies. The patriarchal power of the clans in the
xã had been broken up by depriving them of their land. The most powerful
lineages, which had controlled village life and politics, were deprived of their
economic basis and lost their influence. As the heads of land-based lineages,
men also lost much of their economic power. The party’s cultural line focused
on curtailing the private sphere of the family, suppressing individualism, 
fostering revolutionary awakening (giác ngI cách mAng) and the revolutionary
capacity to “let go of binding ties.”54 With the advent of the war against the
United States, the party hardened its socialist policies, suppressed dissent,
and strove to achieve a unified “resistance culture.”55

As to women’s citizenship rights under the new regime, women were given
voting rights along with men, and the party urged them to participate in polit-
ical activities and in leadership positions if possible. As part of this process,
the party urged women to voice their own opinions (3 kibn riêng c9a mình)
rather than those of their male relatives. Mrs. Châu indicated to me that the
party had also given women the opportunity to serve in official functions
(công tác). Women’s presence in the public arena was supported by the state,
which encouraged them to exercise their civic responsibilities. Although
some may have privately denigrated women’s administrative positions or
ridiculed their authority, many of the men in the xã recounted in their con-
versations with me that they acquired genuine admiration and gratitude 
for the women who took charge of the xã, especially during the American 
war. Women also told me that their own self-confidence rose as they proved
their mettle, and going to the fields to work together in the cooperative rice
paddies gave them a sense of social contribution and solidarity.

Following the land reform, as xã women related in their talks with me,
the party had moved quickly to collectivize agriculture. The party initially
urged the peasants to join mutual-aid production teams based in the xóm,
but some adopted a wait-and-see attitude toward the new cooperativization
policy. According to a party report, “It was not easy to make peasants who
had just been given land to abandon their land and give it to the agricultural
cooperative.” Opponents spread rumors that cooperatives would lead to 
communal marriages:

The enemy used many propaganda tricks and distortions to undermine
the policy of the Party (ch9 trONng c9a 15ng). At that time, the peasants
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listened to the rumor that if you joined the agricultural cooperative, you
could not go anywhere; the cooperative meant “all men are husbands
of all women” (công v} công ching); all personal property would become
public. A lot of people were deceived by the enemy, so before they were
forced (b%t buIc) to join the cooperative, they cut down their fruit trees,
killed their animals, and stuffed themselves with food, etc. A lot of people
thought about quitting farming and going into trading (.i buôn).56

According to the official xã history, the peasants finally joined the cooperat-
ive’s work teams because their consciousness was awakened (nh&m giác ngI).
By 1959, six agricultural cooperatives had been set up in the xã, based on xóm
divisions. By 1963, 493 out of 544 households (2,421 out of 2,655 people)
had joined the cooperatives. This number increased to 527 out of 538 house-
holds in 1967. Cooperatives were presented to the populace as a way to increase
yields, and xã peasants staffed their managerial boards.

Mrs. Châu recalled how women worked together in the fields of the agri-
cultural cooperatives during the American war:

When the bell rang, everyone left their houses to go to work in the 
[cooperative] fields. Women were like sisters – you could ask them to
do anything and they would do it [nhiGt tình ch/m ch7 ]. Women practiced
solidarity with one another (.oàn kbt vSi nhau) to solve problems and
help each other. They tried hard to fulfill their responsibilities. They 
were grateful to the country and the party. People in our xã were very
poor; most didn’t have land. They had worked for landlords and traded
fruit and vegetables (buôn bán rau qu5). The land reform changed their
lives.57

By 1960 and the start of the war against the United States, gender activities,
economic production, and military mobilization had become firmly linked
in the xã. Women started to assume official functions in agricultural produc-
tion, filling most of the managerial positions in the cooperative from 1960 to
1975. The xã’s cooperatives were required to supply a quota of products to
the state before they addressed local consumption needs. The xã reportedly
not only met its quota (set by the district) each year but tried to exceed 
it. One of the five cooperatives in the xã was awarded the Quybt Th%ng
(Determined to Win) distinction for every year from 1969 to 1972. The 
coveted Chibn s< thi .ua (Emulation Fighter) award for outstanding achieve-
ment in various fields was awarded to four women in the xã. Women’s 
political participation and leadership were responsible for these agricultural
gains and for educational improvements. In 1958, the xã claimed it could
provide both elementary and middle school (Cap II) education for all its 
children.58 In the 1960s, Quang xã was rated by the greater city of Hanoi as
having among the best nurseries and schools in the district. At the same time,
the party history claims women leaders were “weak in technical expertise”

        



Revolutionary discourses and wars in Quang Xã 33

and unqualified for their tasks, and some were accused of authoritarian 
management and of unfairly distributing work points. This source also notes
that there were few “resources,” presumably meaning agricultural inputs, and
yields remained low.

Nonetheless, the “Green Revolution” came to the xã in the 1960s as women
filled the ranks of the agricultural cadres of the xã. New rice strains and sub-
sidiary crops were introduced; fertilizers, both chemical and organic, were
applied and mechanization was introduced. A new irrigation system allowed
the xã to effectively manage its water problems and cope with perennial floods
and drought. Pumping stations were built at several locations along the 
Tô LCch, and for the first time water was pumped to the fields. The fields
started to produce two crops a year. Besides these major works, xã officials
also carried out an electrification program in the 1960s.

Agrarian reform and cooperativization in Quang xã produced economic
benefits, according to a reputable economic report, laying the groundwork
for later economic progress.59 The standard of living of most families improved,
according to another report.60 Half the households had new brick houses 
with three to four rooms. Most houses were furnished with a few pieces of
furniture, mosquito nets, blankets, and one or two bicycles. The second report
claimed almost everyone had a new outhouse, a well, and a clean source of
water. Most families were also able to build new brick courtyards. The party
history claims that average paddy consumption increased. In 1962, consump-
tion was 18 kg paddy a person per month, close to the 20 kg considered
sufficient for nutritional needs, and reputedly increased to 21 kg per month
in 1964. The xã history also notes, however, that in 1964, “living conditions
were less than adequate.”61

In addition to women’s role in collective agriculture, household plots run
by women continued to serve important economic functions in Quang xã.
During the American war, household plots presumably produced the bulk
of food products for xã families, as they did elsewhere.62 Women almost 
exclusively farmed these plots, which produced vegetables, fruits, and even
rice for family larders. Collective agriculture had high quotas of mandatory
deliveries to the state; when supplies were low, the cooperative depended on
households to feed their members from their own private plots. The vital
economic role of the women’s household plots further underscored the
state’s reliance on women and the family during the war years.63

During the American war period, the main features of the gender regime
in the xã were collectivization, mass organization activities, and emulation
movements. Above all, agricultural improvements allowed the party to extend
and strengthen the gender regime. Building the party, improving agriculture,
and strengthening the gender regime went hand in hand. After a rocky start,
in 1960 nine new members were inducted into the party (in addition to the
original nine), three of whom were women. By 1964, the party branch in the
xã comprised 47 members. In 1961, 20 new men and women party members
in the xã were sent to agricultural training courses in the district. Gains in
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party membership enabled the party to both increase women’s recruitment
and focus on priority concerns.64

The first and only woman to become ch9 tCch of the xã, Mrs. Phan ThC
Hign, did so during this period. Mrs. Ngô Thanh Vân would serve as party
secretary from 1987 to 1993. She achieved her position because of her skills
as a farmer and her work in the agricultural cooperative. Other xã women,
including Mrs. Châu, as noted earlier, who performed well at the xã level,
subsequently moved up to the district to assume positions on the district 
party committee, the district People’s Council, and the district Youth
Association.65

Emulation movements of the period focused on adult literacy and improv-
ing production. Women peasants were targeted in “surging ahead in fulfilling
the 5-year plan” and the Five Goods emulation movements. Potential women
cadres were identified in movements such as the Drive against Drought and
Saving the Ricefields, the Agricultural Tax Movement, and the Rectification
of Errors Movement, and among those who went in to the army. Women who
had been awarded giay khen (praiseworthy citations) were selected to become
party or government cadres. Women who performed well in emulation
activities were also asked to join the mass organizations and/or the party.

The revolutionary gender regime was intensified in 1966 as the xã went
into an increased war footing. All men of military age were registered for
military service. In 1968, the xã sent 38 men to the front, while 230 residents
served in the army, 94 were guerilla fighters, and 136 were militia members.
In 1969, out of 495 guerilla fighters and militia, 319 were women and 176
were men. (More women than men joined local units, as most men went into
active duty and left the xã.) The cooperatives increasingly assumed many of
the political and military tasks of the xã. By the mid-1960s, the cooperatives
had their own militia and guerilla units.66

Both men and women in Quang xã participated much more fully in the
party’s military policies than during the anti-French resistance. From 1960
onwards, Quang xã’s proximity to Hanoi made it vital to the city’s defense
and the war effort of the north.67 Military warehouses and arms factories were
built in the 1960s as the xã became an important military hub, serving as
the base for an anti-aircraft artillery unit comprising Missile Units 257, 263,
and 241 from the Hanoi garrison responsible for defending Hanoi during US
air attacks. Thanh Trì district was one of the most heavily bombed districts
in the area around Hanoi, probably because it was a communications and
logistics center and a depot for troops and military supplies going south.

The American war subjected the people of Quang xã to “terror from the
skies” and direct hits from US B-52s and other aircraft. The xã was bombed
five times from 1966 to 1972, including the Christmas bombings of December
1972 that targeted Hanoi and Haiphong. One American plane was shot down
in April 1966 and a B-52 bomber in December 1972. In 1972, an American
airman was captured and taken to the local prison.68 In all, 54 men and women
from Quang xã would lose their lives during the American war. A martyrs’
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cemetery near Quang market commemorates their sacrifice, as well as those
who died during the French war.

Women mobilized as “leading elements” (nòng cdt) built underground 
shelters in preparation for bombing attacks and joined the local village 
militia, guerilla forces, and the regular army. One young woman joined the
Volunteer Youth Brigade (Thanh Niên Xung Phong) and served on the Hi
Chí Minh Trail. Women took over many of the administrative positions 
in the xã during the American war, although their numbers never matched
those of the men. The Women’s Association became the most important mass
organization at this time. Mrs. Lê ThC Thu3, the head of the Association,
served in that capacity for 15 years and gained a reputation as the best
Woman’s Association director in Thanh Trì district. On that basis, she was
later promoted to the district. In addition to the Women’s Association, other
women joined the xã party committee, the People’s Council, and other branches
of the xã administration. In 1965 elections to the People’s Committee pro-
duced two women officials out of seven on the Administrative Committee
of the xã.69

When Mrs. Hign was ch9 tCch, she also became political commissar of the
armed forces in the xã, a new responsibility for a woman. The heads of party
cells were also political commissars of military units at the company and 
platoon level. Most of these were men, but women could serve in these posts
as well. The army trained xã residents in anti-aircraft combat and erected
watchtowers to track movements of US planes and sound air alerts. Xã teams
were organized for medical relief for bombing victims, firefighting, bomb
squads, and building air raid shelters. During the American war, 10 percent
of the population of Quang xã joined the army, a relatively high figure 
for the district. In 1971 a battalion of the regular army from Hanoi was 
stationed in the xã to coordinate with 12 local militia units in case the United
States invaded North Vietnam.70

During both resistance wars, women who had set good examples (gONng
bà mB) in implementing party policies received awards of praise or dis-
tinction from the party and often became candidates for party membership.
During the anti-French war, these included women who urged their male
relatives to join the ViGt Minh and struggled against the conscription of 
xã men into the French army. The history of the xã Women’s Association
enumerates specific examples of women “exemplars” (.ivn hình) during 
the two wars and in political campaigns from the 1950s onwards. Between
1954 and 1956, “good representative examples” (gONng phE n# .ivn hình)
included women who exerted leadership in developing ways to combat
drought or flooding in the fields, urging their relatives and neighbors to pay
their taxes, and participating in the land reform and agricultural cooperative
movements.71

During the American war, the Women’s Association grew in strength 
and organizational capacity. The main focus of its activities was mobilizing
women “to fulfill women’s responsibility to the household and to the state”
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(.5m viGc nOSc, .5m viGc nhà). This was implemented through the Three
Responsibilities Movement (ba .5m .ang), a major mobilization and emula-
tion campaign in which over 500 xã women reportedly participated.72 The
“three responsibilities” (ba .5m .ang) were: (l) fighting the enemy (in rear
and guerilla functions) and urging male family members to join the army;
(2) performing well in production; and (3) being attentive to family matters
and raising one’s children well. Taking care of families meant caring for older
parents, feeding the family, and educating children. Production, fighting, 
and rear military tasks were also women’s responsibilities, so that husbands
could and would go to the front. This multi-faceted campaign lasted several
years, but the formulation “good at housework and working for the state”
captures its essence.73

According to its written history, as part of the Three Responsibilities
Movement, the Women’s Association carried out a number of subordinate
campaigns, such as The Plow Line of the Three Responsibilities Movement
(1OXng cfy ba .5m .ang) and the Agricultural Emulation Fighters (Chibn
s< thi .ua nông nghiGp) campaigns.74 Cadres designed emulation contests that
set standards (tiêu chuun) for participants to meet. Women who reached the
goal or exceeded it were given awards. Four women in the xã distinguished
themselves in the Agricultural Emulation Fighters campaign and received
awards. Another campaign focused on “anti-US rice jars,” whereby families
were urged to put a handful of rice in their jar once a day to support the
war effort. Some of the campaigns had both production and military fea-
tures, such the Hold a Rifle in One Hand and a Plow in the Other (Gi8i tay
cfy, hay tay súng) campaign and the New Women Building and Protecting
the Fatherland (NgOXi phE n# mSi xây dzng và b5o vG Tx Qudc) campaign.75

Cadres from the Women’s Association in both the xã and the xóm played
a large role in mobilizing women to participate in these campaigns, accord-
ing to the Women’s Association history. Encouraging women to urge their
husbands and sons to join the army, the Women’s Association also urged
wives to promise to “wait faithfully for their husbands to return for more
than 10 years, if necessary.” Similar efforts were directed at women to take
care of their husbands’ parents, especially their old mothers, while they were
away at the front. The goal of women’s mobilization activities in the xã was
also to serve the military effort of the north both in terms of the specific mil-
itary needs of the capital area and to ensure that adequate supplies of rice,
pork, and vegetables were produced for local needs and for the state. All xã
in the north had a quota of food products they were obliged to supply to
the state at fixed prices. Women were urged to devote their efforts to pro-
ducing as much food as possible.

Besides these efforts, other organizations mobilized xã women for military
support in the 1960s, including the Association of Mothers of Fighters (HIi
MB Chibn S< ), which reputedly comprised 300 members. Assisting troops 
stationed in the xã by providing them with food and drink, this association
also took care of soldiers when they were ill, did their laundry, and helped
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them with weapons maintenance. According to the xã party history, these
women also served on anti-aerial defense duty.

In sum, during both resistance wars, the new Communist state instituted
a new gender order in Quang xã on the basis of revolutionary struggle, 
military mobilization, and new forms of governance. The Communist Party
used gender and family discourses to build this order and promote its 
goals, with women as wives and especially as mothers being central to these
formulations. Women started to assume political positions in the xã as early
as the first revolutionary government in 1945–1947. When the Communists
assumed complete control in 1954, the public/domestic divide that emerged
under the new system came to comprise, in effect, only two spheres – the
widely ubiquitous state sector and the domestic sphere of the family. As a
result, state and society became so intertwined that it was difficult to dis-
cern the boundaries between the two. During the following American war,
women were brought into more administrative functions, while emulation
campaigns mobilized village women for economic production and military
functions. Women’s organizations grew in scope as gender politics, economic
production, and military activities became firmly linked. Yet womanhoods
centered in the domestic sphere also remained of prime concern to the state.
Although their labor in the private sphere was officially invisible, state dis-
courses reveal that women were held responsible for sustaining the house-
hold on their own while the men were away at war.

As a result of the resistance wars, the state became a pervasive pres-
ence in Quang women’s lives. Statehood and revolutionary action were the
context for the achievement of women’s equality and the emergence of
women as political subjects. Women’s participation in the public sphere con-
ferred full citizenship rights, although they were confined to the parameters 
of revolutionary socialism. By the end of the American war, the xã’s gender
regime was firmly in place as the people of Quang awaited peace.76

When I arrived in Quang xã in 1995, the passage of 20 years since the 
end of the American war had not dimmed memories among the people of
the village. Although economic reforms since 1986 had increased prosperity
and introduced residents to the global age, they had not erased memories 
of the hardships of war. When I asked, xã residents readily talked about 
their wartime experiences and military service, and the media – newspapers
and television – were replete with wartime stories and references. As we shall
see through an analysis of xã women’s responses to a popular film about
the war in Chapter 5, state discourses regarding womanhoods and gendered
identities continued to have a substantial impact in the xã in the mid-1990s.
The war was thus still a presence in the xã – represented and validated by
official functions and commemorations, official observances at the Martyrs
Cemetery which was centrally located in front of the xã’s administrative offices
and next to Quang market, the frequent presence of disabled military vet-
erans, and even the occasional military garb of some party cadres who still
wore their olive-green pith helmets.
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Conclusion

The origins and development of the revolutionary movement and the birth
of an independent state under Communist rule were inextricably linked to
images of gender and family embodied and transmitted in conscious state
discourses. When the Communists took power in Quang xã, gender became
a strategic component of Communist revolutionary power and post-colonial
governance. During the American war, the party developed a gender order
that regulated local gender activities and managed gendered subjectivities.
Throughout the two resistance wars (1945–1975), state constructs of woman-
hoods were imagined and promoted to serve revolutionary, military, and 
economic goals. Womanhoods also played an essential role in imagining the
national community throughout the era of wartime communism.

Through the discourses of equality and liberation, the Communist Party
in Quang xã promoted new gendered meanings that spanned both the public
and private spheres. Gender differences as a whole were de-emphasized and
reordered along more androgynous lines. Women worked alongside men in
wartime mobilization activities and, during the American war, replaced men
in public service and collective labor on the home front. Their “equality”
was to be achieved in terms of working in the collective economy and par-
ticipating in public affairs. Serving in essential public duties during the 30
long years of military conflict, women were brought in as officials and cadres
in the party, government, and military. Wartime activities intensified gender
politics in Quang xã. After 1954, women became employees of the state along
with men and were similarly valued for their labor power.77 Quang xã pro-
moted women into their new roles as workers in the agricultural cooperatives
and as cadres in the xã’s administration through the discourses of national
liberation, women’s emancipation, and class struggle. Although women never
achieved full equality with men in the public sphere, the language of power
regarding gender that emerged during wartime governance continued to shape
gendered subjectivities and conceptions of gender equality in Quang xã to
the present day.

At the same time, in the private sphere women were hailed by the state
for their reproductive roles and for nurturing the family. As mothers, they
were responsible for raising and socializing children. It was their political
responsibility to make sure their families adhered to the policies of the party,
the revolution, and the state. Revolutionary gender politics in Quang xã
were thus also based on women’s primary responsibility towards the family.
Maintaining the family unit was the sine qua non of revolutionary and soci-
alist power during both resistance wars, despite radical collectivist discourse
to the contrary. The family came to be seen as an emotional and material
support system for wartime mobilization purposes. Quang xã institutions did
everything they could to keep families intact and maintain soldiers’ morale.
The party and the Women’s Association focused on giving direct support to
families and assisting soldiers’ parents and wives. Party organs encouraged
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wives’ faithfulness and loyalty to husbands away at war. Thus family and
military interests reinforced one another and served to ground new gendered
norms in the revolutionary gender paradigm.

As new gendered meanings took shape in the xã, the boundaries between
the public and private spheres shifted. The state and domestic spheres
evolved into a complex set of relationships between the state sphere and the
household. The Confucian patriarchal control of women in the family by
men was replaced by revolutionary patriarchy, with the Communist Party
appropriating many of the patriarchal and paternal functions of the family.
The household was redefined in relation to the state or public sphere. The
Communist regime weakened the institutional boundaries between the pub-
lic and private spheres and integrated the household into the wider system
of state and political power. What constituted properly gendered behavior
became a function of both the public and private spheres. Women began to
negotiate their subjectivities in relation to the public sphere and the state for
the first time, independently of men and the family. And it was the public
sphere that validated new forms of women’s work, political activity, and 
gender relations in the household.

However, the tendency toward greater gender equality during the period
of military conflict was coupled with a contradictory trend within which women
were designated as a “special” category distinct from men. This approach
became institutionalized in the bureaucratic and policy machinery of the xã.
The attenuation of gender hierarchies in the household led to new gender
hierarchies in the public sphere. Here men dominated the powerful institu-
tions of the party, the xã and the military. The new Communist state gave
women new access to the public arena, but usually on a lesser footing than
men. With the return of peace, as the next chapter shows, women began to
experience a decline in their public participation as state discourses on the
family shifted in line with Vietnam’s new economic policies.

Notes
1 Women, a powerful symbol for the nation, are connected to the life force of water

(nOSc) and thus to the country (also nOSc). Their unending burdens and self-
sacrifices for family and country, poignantly captured in this poem, are reflected
in the image of impoverished women under the yoke of shoulder poles with water
drums on each end (weighing up to 50 pounds each). Only very poor women trans-
port water for sale, and their toes become splayed to balance the terrific strain
of the weight.

2 See Marr, Vietnamese Anti-Colonialism.
3 Phan BIi Châu, ViGt Nam. Phan spent most of his life in exile in Japan and 

China. Phan BIi Châu’s conservative view of women and the family was a form
of patriarchal modern nationalism.

4 1)ng Thai Mai. See also V> V/n SAch et al. V> Hoành, a leader of the Tonkin
Free School, was born in Quang xã in the late nineteenth century. The purpose
of the Tonkin Free School was to train and educate nationalist political leaders,
and its classes included women students.

5 Phan BIi Châu, ViGt Nam.
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6 Phan BIi Châu, Tuing trOng n# vONng: TruyGn PhAm Hing Thái, discussed in
Marr, Vietnamese Tradition; and Phan BIi Châu, “Bài diln.” Also see Hi Chì
Minh, Hi Ch9 TCch.

7 Phan BIi Châu, “H5i ngoAi.”
8 See TrCnh V/n Th5o. The exaltation of ethnic-based unity based on a common

ancestry as well as the mythologizing of the land of Vietnam were hallmarks of
Phan’s writings.

9 Phan BIi Châu, Van .g phE n# and ViGt Nam. In his speech to the 1ing Khánh
women’s school in 1926, Phan advised young women that they were the mothers
of the people (mB c9a qudc dân) and that the source of Vietnamese civilization
lay in their hands (“Bài diln”). As Barlow points out, modern nationalism con-
structs the term “woman” as a universal category, as it does gender “difference.”
Pre-colonial females in Vietnam, as in China, were named in terms of relational
categories in the family. The representation of “women’s” interests on the part
of political authorities is part of the process of modern state-building. Therefore,
“woman” comes into use through the state as a discourse that allows the state to
act on behalf of all female citizens. See Barlow 132–160.

10 According to Trfn V/n Giàu, Sz phát trivn. In a primary-school manual Phan
wrote in 1927, he advised schoolgirls that upon marriage, they would owe alle-
giance to their husband: “family name Nam, given name ViGt” (Phan BIi Châu,
N# qudc). Also see Marr, Vietnamese Tradition, 88–113. As HuG-Tâm Hi Tài
points out, “woman” as a political discourse would gain currency in the political
debates of the 1930s as a metonymic device to discuss taboo topics such as polit-
ical maturity and independence.

11 Hô Chí Minh, Toàn TFp, 177–254.
12 Hi claimed that women’s passivity stemmed from their maltreatment in the family,

which was why they had an inferiority complex and performed poorly in public
work. Women themselves, he argued, had to make an effort to catch up with men
and lift themselves up. Centuries of feudal customs had held them down, and the
arbitrary privileges accorded to men in the aphorism “respect men but disparage
women” (trDng nam khinh n#) had to be overcome in their own hearts. See Hi
Chí Minh, Hi Ch9 TCch.

13 See Marr, Vietnamese Tradition, and Nguyln ThC Kim Anh. Nguyln ThC Kim
Anh was probably a pseudonym for Nguyln ThC Minh Khai or another ICP cadre
in charge of women’s issues. See Marr, Vietnamese Tradition, 235–251, for a general
discussion.

14 Hi Chí Minh, Hi Ch9 TCch; also Nguyln ThC Kim Anh.
15 Lê Duun’s essays on women, in particular, reflect the view that women’s oppres-

sion is class-based and stems from bourgeois property relations; only when these
are eliminated will women be truly emancipated. Lê Duun, “Role and Tasks,”
371–409, and “We Must View”, 111–130. Yet Lê Duun’s writings demonstrate 
a profound contradiction between class-based revolutionary consciousness and
an essentialist view of women. In 1959, in a speech to the National Congress 
of Cadres of Political Work among Women, Lê Duun stated, “I think it is in women
that we find the essence of our national characteristics. The fine traits of the
Vietnamese character are first of all represented in Vietnamese women. I noticed
in prison that most of our revolutionaries had fine women as mothers” (quoted
in Lê ThC Nhâm Tuybt, LCch s\).

16 HIi Liên HiGp PhE N# Xã Quang. For instance, “Women are essential in pre-
serving the race/nation [.òng gidng .at nOSc], lineages, and the family” and “Quang
xã women are deeply proud that our party has liberated women from oppression
and achieved equal rights for women [dành quygn bình .png] and protected the
Fatherland of Vietnam.”

17 DONng Thoa. For Hi Chí Minh’s role in the Vietnamese revolution, see Quinn-
Judge, Hi Chí Minh.
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18 Hi Chí Minh, Hi Ch9 TCch.
19 DONng Thoa.
20 This voluntarist aspect of Communist thinking stressed that women (as well as

men) who “woke up” and became steeped in revolutionary consciousness would
exemplify the revolutionary love (tình c5m cách mAng) that necessarily preceded
and motivated revolutionary action. Thus having a right attitude was extremely
important.

21 DONng Thoa. Postulating a virtuous symmetry between family and society is a
classic principle of Confucianism.

22 Citing French and Soviet archives, Sophie Quinn-Judge states that Nguyln ThC
Minh Khai was a member of the southern-based Central Committee from 1940
to 1941 and suggests that she was married to Hi Chí Minh in the 1930s (Quinn-
Judge, “Women”). As a representative of the Comintern of the Overseas Bureau
of the ICP in the 1930s, Minh Khai complained, “I know that the idea of a woman,
even if she is just or has a good political character, does not inspire great confidence.
However, I feel that since I have begun working with the comrades here, I have
not made any suggestions or begun any activities which are against the principles
or the policy of the Party.” Nguyln ThC ThFp and Hà ThC Qub became members
of the Central Committee of the Vietnam Workers’ Party in the 1950s. Aside from
Hi Chí Minh, other party leaders hardly provided “shining examples” for others
to follow. Lê Duun, Secretary General of the Vietnam Workers’ Party from 1976
to 1986, who had effectively led the party since Hi Chí Minh’s death in 1969,
reputedly had two wives during the American war, one in the north and the other
in the south.

23 Ibid.
24 Nguyln ThC Minh Khai was one of the leaders of the ICP uprising in southern

Vietnam.
25 Nguyln ThC 1Cnh’s memoirs, first serialized in the Hanoi press, have been 

translated into English. Along with Nguyln ThC ThFp and Hà ThC Qub, Nguyln
ThC 1Cnh served as president of the Women’s Union in Hanoi during the
wartime years. Although a member of the Central Committee, she never became
a member of the Politburo. The first woman to serve in the Politburo was
TrONng M( Hoa in the 1990s, who was also head of the Women’s Union in that
decade.

26 See de Tréglodé for a discussion of the moral and ideological features of revolu-
tionary mobilization in the Red River delta during the French and American wars.

27 See Kim Ninh for a good discussion of the role of discourse in state-building in 
revolutionary Vietnam.

28 The women’s unit reportedly had 200 members.
29 The Vietnamese Nationalist Party or VNQDD was also active in the Hà 1ông

area, but the party history makes no mention of its presence in the xã, nor how
power was seized from the colonial elite. For ViGt Minh activities in Hà 1ông
province, see Marr, Vietnam 1945, 375–376, 409–410, 472.

30 “The Women’s Association for National Salvation and the Youth Association
for National Salvation were the core of the struggle leading to the general upris-
ing for seizing power,” according to the official history of the xã.

31 Xuân Th9y, TrONng ThC M(, and Hoàng Minh Giám were elected from Hà 1ông
province.

32 This temple was Vzc temple (mibu), which was dedicated to the thành hoàng
(tutelary deity) PhAm Tu. It was the oldest temple in the xã, on a site apparently
dating to the sixth century.

33 “Tam gONng d>ng c5m, kiên cOXng.”
34 I am using gender regime in its general sense of a mode of governance, rule, or

management that relies on the building of institutions with specific ideological
and discursive features.
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35 “Colonial sadism is unbelievably widespread and cruel,” Hi Chí Minh wrote 
in his important essay, “French Colonialism on Trial,” written in French and 
published in Paris in 1925, which discussed his views on Vietnamese women and
French colonialism at length. Hi described the colonialists as a bunch of brutes
and savages and said there was no humanity or “civilizing mission” in French
colonialism, as they claimed. The French freely called native women “whores”
and “monkeys”; the colonial police engaged in public beatings of market women
just to clear a path into the market. Hi charged the French had turned the natives
into slaves, mercilessly exploiting them in the rubber plantations, coal mines, and
construction projects. Starving peasants were left on the roads to die. The French
kept all the natives, above all the women, ignorant and stupid. Families who 
couldn’t pay their taxes saw the whole family shackled in chains, including small
children, and marched to the local jail. Where was French humanity when it came
to treating the downtrodden, especially women, in the colonies? If the French in
France, who had given the world “The Rights of Man,” really understood the
extent of colonial brutality in Indochina, surely they would put a stop to it, he
argued. (Hi Chí Minh, Selected Writings.)

36 The bodies were exhumed in 1958 and moved to the Cemetery of Unknown Martyrs,
M5 NhCa, in the xã.

37 According to the party history, “His wife remained faithful (th9y chung) in her
love for him and did not remarry so that she could raise her child to worship her
husband.”

38 The execution of Nguyln 1/ng Son entered into the revolutionary lore of North
Vietnam as a result of the film, The Military Intelligence Officer from the To Lich
River (NgOXi quân báo sông Tô ), produced in the 1960s.

39 Former local party officials recording the xã’s history in 1998 suggested that the
ViGt Minh policy of “clinging to the home villages” had exposed local guerillas
in unstable revolutionary areas such as Quang xã to detection, especially through
informers. The revolutionary movement was thus evidently undermined by its own
policies.

40 Mrs. PhONng’s marriage at age 21 was arranged by a go-between. After the death
of her husband in 1948, she stayed in the maquis until 1954. Returning home,
she remained a widow, although she said her mother-in-law told her she could
remarry “if she wished.” Her son joined the army to fight the Americans in 1962,
marrying when he returned home and producing four grandchildren. But the fam-
ily’s economic fortunes remained very poor.

41 On October 10, 1954, Communist troops, the People’s Armed Forces, entered Hanoi.
42 See Moise.
43 During the anti-French war, from 1945 to 1947, the first revolutionary government

in the xã abolished the colonial head tax, reduced land rents and urged landowners
to permit landless peasants to farm their fallow land. Xã peasants were presum-
ably aware that the party intended to carry out full-scale land reform.

44 Interview with Mrs. Lê Minh Châu, April 17, 1996.
45 According to the official history, one landlord owned over 100 mku of rice land,

with the rest holding smaller parcels.
46 Lê V<nh Qudc and 1n ThC PhONng.
47 According to a former ch9 tCch who served during the immediate post-war period,

there were no executions in Quang xã.
48 As elsewhere in northern Vietnam, households in the xã were classified as “poor,”

“middle,” “higher middle,” “rich peasant,” or the “collaborating elite.”
49 The party history’s account of the land reform process in the xã is fairly consistent

with standard published accounts, such as Moise.
50 According to the party history, “bad” elements took advantage of the situation

to “undermine the prestige of the party.” Landlords allegedly spread rumors that
the United States was planning a nuclear attack on North Vietnam; as a result,
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government cadres were obliged to personally “provide explanations” to counter
these claims. Pro-French elements also encouraged residents to go south. This source
also claims that some residents dared not return home for fear of being accused
of a crime.

51 Moise. In some villages, female cadres were hounded and arrested when former
cadres returned to power during the Rectification Campaign.

52 A common occurrence, according to Moise.
53 The party branch in the xã reported to the district, which reported to the city 

of Hanoi. As the system solidified, the upper levels closely supervised the lower
levels and did not give them much leeway. The parallel organization of party and
state replicated each other on each level. The party organization controlled the
flow upwards and downwards and took precedence over the state organization.
Local government in Quang xã was highly institutionalized and politically 
controlled by the upper levels. But the horizontal and vertical lines of political
authority in the xã found their hub and direction at the district level (i.e., Thanh
Trì district).

54 Kim Ninh 83–117, 238–242.
55 Ibid. Kim Ninh stresses that party ideologues wished to construct the new state

on the basis of a total break with the past, creating an integrated and organized
society where all citizens enthusiastically served the state. During the American
war, the soldier, not the peasant, was the idealized citizen of this new society. In
rating the DRV’s success in family reform, Georges Boudarel notes that investi-
gations undertaken in the early 1960s indicated that cases of domestic violence,
child marriage, and other contraventions of the new Law on Marriage and the
Family (1960) persisted in some parts of northern Vietnam; nonetheless, urban
ideas had begun to penetrate the villages.

56 Nguyln 1/ng ThO[ng.
57 The cooperative work point system, however, discriminated against women, 

as other cadres told me. Mrs. Châu’s view of women’s liberation was heavily 
inflected with Buddhist overtones of self-awareness and improvement. When we
met a second time in the serene surroundings of Quang pagoda, she explained
her philosophy: women could make themselves better persons by individual prac-
tice and self-respect. “If you want self-respect you need to live an exemplary life
and speak well. Don’t be arrogant” (Nbu mudn mDi ngOXi tôn trDng mình, thì ph5i
sdng tdt, nói thFt. Không nên kiêu ngAo). Women therefore needed to liberate them-
selves first through self-awareness and self-education.

58 The Cap III school in the xã was built in 1980.
59 1ào Thb Tuan.
60 Lê V<nh Qudc and 1n ThC PhONng.
61 In 1975, all five cooperatives were consolidated into one large cooperative, 

with 602 mku of land, 900 laborers (3,304 inhabitants), and a reported average
consumption of 29 kg paddy per month. According to an external economic report,
the peak economic years in Thanh Trì district were from 1972 to 1980 (1ào Thb
Tuan).

62 Paddy was grown on household plots, where yields were two to three times those
of the cooperatives (Kerkvliet). Paddy is unmilled rice; yields are usually calcu-
lated in paddy in Vietnam.

63 During the American war, the household and state sectors became inter-
dependent and one could not function without the other. However, the family
economy had no legal or official basis and was theoretically non-existent. See
Werner, “Cooperativization.”

64 According to Kerkvliet, recruitment drives in Hà Tây province (most of Hà 1ông
province was incorporated into Hà Tây in the 1960s) targeted women, and by
1967, a third of all party members in Hà Tây were women (Kerkvliet 98).

65 HIi Liên HiGp PhE N# Xã Quang.
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66 Nguyln 1/ng ThO[ng, party history.
67 Thanh Trì district had always been a strategic area because it was the southern

gate and line of defense for Hanoi. Route 1 links northern Vietnam with the 
center and the south. In 1789, Emperor Quang Trung marched through Thanh
Trì on his way to seizing the capital city. In the nineteenth century, troops of the
Nguyln dynasty were evidently stationed in the xã and the French fortified the
defenses of Hanoi along this southern corridor.

68 The French built the prison in 1947 in conjunction with the military post at the
strategic crossroads at the end of the xã. The Hanoi government took over the
prison in 1954, and used it for the overflow from H8a Lò prison in Hanoi. During
the American war, Quang prison, administered by the central authorities and not
the xã, occasionally housed US prisoners of war (POWs). V> ViGt D>ng, head
of the MIA office in the Americas Department of the Foreign Ministry, recalled
taking Congressman John Kerry to Quang prison in the 1980s to investigate reports
of US POWs being held there. He did not find any. V> ViGt D>ng also recalled
that when he was in the army, he had his military training in Quang xã on what
were reputedly the ancient military training grounds of General PhAm Tu, which
was where the French later built their military compound.

69 HIi Liên HiGp PhE N# Xã Quang. According to a list of xã cadres provided by
the Women’s Association, there was one woman ch9 tCch (out of ten) from 1954
to 1975, and 33 women cadres compared to 158 men cadres in other xã posts
during the same period. Sixty-one women cadres served in the agricultural coop-
eratives, compared to 233 men; 55 women in the mass associations, compared to
34 men.

70 Nguyln 1/ng ThO[ng.
71 HIi Liên HiGp PhE N# Xã Quang.
72 The national Women’s Union launched the campaign on March 19, 1965. The

Communist Party drew on Confucian notions of women’s duties towards the 
family and the state in this campaign. See Marr, Vietnamese Tradition, 192–199,
for a discussion of these traditional conceptions.

73 The formulation “.5m viGc nOSc, .5m viGc nhà” is attributed to Hi Chí Minh.
The Good at Housework (15m viGc nhà) campaigns during the American war
built on the New Culture Families campaign during the first resistance war that
encouraged women to take good care of their families, raise healthy and well-
behaved children, and send their sons to the front.

74 The “plow line” refers to women’s replacing men in plowing the ricefields.
75 HIi Liên HiGp PhE N# Xã Quang.
76 Hy V/n LONng and Nguyln 1%c B&ng, relying on data from a village in V<nh

Phú province, argue that the “male-centered” hierarchy of the colonial and pre-
colonial periods in politics and the kinship system remained unchanged despite
the revolution, the wartime period, and the land reform’s “radical and collectivistic
ideology.” Further, they suggest kinship and traditional family structures were
important mobilization tools for the Communists that also served to preclude fun-
damental change in the gender order. The data from Quang xã suggest, however,
that the power of the clans was broken up by the state, that women left the
confinement of the domestic sphere and exercised administrative and political power
during the American war, and that the state in effect set the parameters for the
new gender order and the public/private divide. Furthermore, as Malarney has
pointed out, the state appropriated many of the family’s ritual prerogatives, such
as weddings, funerals, and death anniversaries, while “familialism” (ch9 ngh<a gia
.ình) carried a social stigma. Thus, although kin-centered moral and family dis-
courses were not erased, they became the focus of moral controversy. Malarney’s
conclusions are based on data from a village in Thanh Trì district.

77 See Werner, “Cooperativization.”

        



2 Gender and *+i M!i in
Quang Xã

In real terms, the emancipation of women involves women seeking a real and
positive livelihood, in creating new values, use-values for the society. Today,
rice exports are precisely the symbol of the emancipation of rural women,
both in the country and internationally, although their monthly income has
not much improved. Rural women today labor and produce for their country,
as well as for their families and for themselves. In the period of renovation,
labor has acquired the character of women’s emancipation, as has also
emancipation of social labor in general.

Official history of the Vietnamese Women’s Union (1996)

After the end of the American war in 1976, Vietnam was reunited as an 
independent country for the first time since 1884. The euphoria of having
finally triumphed in their wars for national liberation was soon eclipsed, how-
ever, by the failure of the socialist economy. During the difficult years of the
1980s, food production in Quang xã dropped 35 percent compared to what
it had been in 1975. From 1976 to 1985, average income in the xã declined
by 50 percent. As such, the availability of food in 1985 was half of what it
had been in 1975, lower than the northern average of about 12 kg a month
per person.1 By 1986, the command economy had come under fierce attack,
primarily as a result of the profound crisis in agriculture. Consequently, the
6th Party Congress of that year turned to what it termed market socialism
to increase agricultural yields and to stimulate the economy. These eco-
nomic reforms ushered in a new era: 1xi MSi, which means “new path,” or
economic renovation.

*+i M!i in Quang Xã

As this chapter shows, 1xi MSi led to important changes in the gender politics
of Quang xã as well as the realignment between the public and domestic
spheres. Local political and economic institutions were reconfigured to meet
the exigencies of a market economy as the household became the basis of
economic production in the wake of the dismantling of collective agriculture.
Although the 1xi MSi state continued to promote gender equality, the goal
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of gender equity was undermined by development, family, and nationalist
discourses. The first decade of 1xi MSi in the xã was also characterized 
by the revival of kin networks and other neo-traditionalist practices under
official state auspices.

Ten years of 1xi MSi, however, had given xã residents a perceptibly new
lease on life and new hopes for the future, as was clear from my field research
and talks with xã residents. In the mid-1990s, there was a whiff of prosperity
in the air. Economic opportunity beckoned in both the xã and the inner city,
and families could dream of a life beyond farming. It was now possible to
achieve a better life for oneself and a better future for one’s children. But
memories of food scarcity were still fresh, and the American war had left
deep scars. The consequences of more than 30 years of war had been grim.
The death toll in Quang xã during both resistance wars was 66 and hun-
dreds more returned home disabled. It was the pervasive opinion in the xã
that the high incidence of birth defects since the war was due to soldiers’
exposure to Agent Orange when they had gone south to fight. The women
left at home alone to feed their families had had also been left to perform
strenuous duties in militia and defense work and farm labor and to maintain
their enthusiasm during constant political campaigns.

Peace had been restored, but the specter of food scarcity loomed over the
xã like a sword of Damocles. The darkest years had been the 1980s, when food
shortages were endemic. By 1995, according to my conversations with xã
residents, people still lived on tenterhooks and assessed their economic and
employment circumstances in terms of stability or the lack thereof (xn .Cnh,
không xn .Cnh). They far preferred stability, even with less income, to instab-
ility. They said they would rather “work for the state” (receive a salary) 
than for the “private sector” (with no guaranteed income), as the state was
still seen as a source of steady work, with benefits and a pension upon retire-
ment. The socialist failure had not entirely shaken their faith in the state 
economy. Working for the private sector might bring in more income, but
the job could vanish overnight. Fortitude was required to deal with the risk
and unpredictability of the market, and their reserves of fortitude had been
largely used up. People did not display much faith in being able to get by
in the long term if they were out on their own. One member of the family
might venture out and try his or her luck in the private sector, but the bedrock
of stability was still rice in the larder and state employment. Therefore, hold-
ing on to one’s agricultural land, no matter how little, and having one adult
working in the state sector was a strategy that most families firmly believed
in, no matter how much “the market” beckoned.

The economic anxieties that most families felt in the early years of 1xi
MSi inevitably colored their participation in xã politics and their relation-
ship to the state. The activities of the mass organizations, a salient feature
of revolutionary and wartime politics, started to recede in level and intensity.
On the whole, women’s political participation in the xã declined during the
first decade of 1xi MSi, as it did in other northern villages.2 Although Mrs.
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Ngô Thanh Vân served as party secretary from 1987 to 1993, the post-war
posts of ch9 tCch (president) of the People’s Committee and the head of the
security forces (công an) were held by returning military veterans. In
1995–1996, only one woman served on the People’s Committee, and she was
from the same lineage as its ch9 tCch. In 1996, three out of ten members of
the party’s executive committee cell were women, all of whom were long-
standing cadres. In general, fewer women served in leadership posts than in
the past, both because they were not being actively promoted and because
they were far less inclined to seek such posts. Former women leaders
expressed the view to me that even when women gained access to the polit-
ical arena, it was questionable whether they could exercise power as effec-
tively as men.3 The public equality that the state claimed to have achieved
was thus being undermined by post-war politics.

Women officials seemed to accept their declining political role. Former 
cadres claimed that they preferred not to compete with men, who anyway
had more education and professional qualifications than they did. 1xi MSi
and the economic opening of the market required that a ch9 tCch have a 
high school education or university training, they said. But former women
leaders were clearly also very tired. They had served the state for many years
and now wanted to devote their energies to improving their families’ standard
of living. When asked why they no longer made the effort to be involved in
“social work,” these former cadres were somewhat diffident, claiming they
could not be bothered dealing with “difficult” men who were constantly 
criticizing them and harping on their failings.4

In terms of women’s leadership abilities, xã residents voiced the opinion
that women had the ability to hold political office and be leaders just as men.
They thus judged the capability of women cadres as similar to men’s. But
aside from their intelligence and political skills, women leaders were further
evaluated according to whether they were upstanding citizens and of good
character (.Ao .Tc). The character and morality of women were subject to
more stringent rules than men. Women leaders were always carefully scru-
tinized in terms of their personal virtue and whether they were attentive to
their families or not, apart from their public responsibilities. Men were given
much more latitude on these criteria. Thus although women had gained 
acceptance as political leaders in the xã, the double standard in judging their
character still prevailed. As Mrs. 1n ThC Nga, a xã cadre, told me,

Women have to try hard and bring all of their ability to do what they say,
and only then will they be given prestige. Women might be capable, but
they also have to be honest; only if a woman is honest will her position
be tenable. When women leaders seek help from [their superiors], the
comrade managers do not want to help. Male managers are happy to
receive a man but not a woman. It is very hard to change this attitude.
Women have to have a higher educational level [than men] and men need
to respect women’s equal rights; only then will their respect [for women]
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improve. People in the xã saw the talent of someone like Sister (ChC) Ngô
Thanh Vân and voted for her. Women who are supported do things very
well. If they are not supported, they will have an inferiority complex and
will not be able to do it.

Households and the *+i M!i Economy

After the adoption of 1xi MSi in 1986, Quang xã began to dismantle its
agricultural cooperative and to shift economic production to the household.5

Xã officials focused on the household economy (kinh tb gia .ình) to boost
the xã’s economy and as the basis of their economic targets. Under the new
economic system, economic targets in the xã were based on household pro-
duction. In the early 1990s, the xã started to monitor the economic activities
of all its households and to steer the reform process.6 In order to do so, it
created the thôn administrative apparatus on the basis of the old production
teams (.Ii s5n xuat) in the agricultural cooperative. The number of thôn came
to nine, equivalent to the previous xóm units. With 5,165 inhabitants, it was
difficult for the xã alone to monitor all its households. The new thôn assumed
responsibility for around 100 households each with reference to their pro-
duction activities and economic status.7 I found that thôn chiefs were very
active in their relations and communications with xã residents and seemed
well informed of most aspects of their family life.

1xi MSi linked households in the xã directly to the marketplace, making
the household the core institution responsible for the economic survival 
of their members. The repositioning of the household as the basis for the
market economy was initiated by the return of collective land to individual
peasant families. From 1991 to 1995, agricultural land formerly belonging
to the Quang agricultural cooperative was decollectivized and distributed to
households as land-use rights rather than actual ownership.8 The household
also assumed primary responsibility for labor allocation. Workers were
freed from the confines of assigned labor, which meant that the choice and
location of work became a household decision, subject to authority relations
in the family. The main goal for the household was that it become “self-
generating” (tz cap) and “self-propelling” (tz lzc, tz cOXng) so that it would
no longer have to be subsidized.

In Quang xã, a key component of the 1xi MSi agenda was turning the
household into a self-sustaining unit by developing the household economy
(phát trivn kinh tb hI gia .ình). The term “family economy” was used by local
officials for the combined economic activities of all household members. The
concept of the family economy had a long history in socialist Vietnam that
readily transferred to the 1xi MSi era for purposes of the state.9 Quang xã
was directly charged with encouraging and assisting households to develop 
their family economies and find new ways to bring in income. Party leaders
and representatives from the mass organizations were directed to advise 
peasant households on how to diversify their sources of income. This meant
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upgrading and integrating households’ farming, livestock, gardening, and
fishing activities and advising them on how to practice thrift, husband their
resources, and invest in home-based income-generating activities.

One of the rationales for the development of the household economy 
in Quang xã and elsewhere was making greater and more efficient use 
of women’s labor to increase household incomes and raise healthier and 
better-educated children.10 Under 1xi MSi, women’s labor has been seen in
terms of “encouraging and motivating women to participate [more fully] in
production activities.”11 To this end, state policies regarding women’s work
in Quang xã focused on improving their farming practices, offering training
programs, encouraging the diversification of their sources of income, and 
promoting family planning practices. The return to the household under 1xi
MSi was thus explicitly linked by the state to women’s work in production
and reproduction by making work arrangements more flexible in order to
improve women’s productivity.12

During the early years of 1xi MSi, therefore, women in Quang xã
continued to actively contribute to the economic livelihood of their house-
holds. But by the mid-1990s women’s work began to be concentrated almost
exclusively in the household sector. By 1995, 87 percent of all female employ-
ment in the xã was in the household and informal sectors. New patterns of
occupational segregation by gender had begun to emerge: women’s work pre-
dominated in agriculture, trade, and some service occupations. As the public
sector declined, women fell back on agriculture and moved into home-based
work. Agricultural work entailed full-time labor for only four to five months
of the year, and a typical day’s wage for farm work in 1996 was 5,000 .ing
(50 cents), while a petty trader made at least twice that, and sometimes much
more.13 Men’s work predominated in the state sector, construction work, and
transportation. Men were gravitating toward waged work, while women were
leaving it. At the same time, women were working closer to home, while men
were traveling for seasonal employment.14

Aside from farming, the 1xi MSi household in Quang xã also began to
serve as the basis for new kinds of economic and entrepreneurial activities:
small-scale businesses, trade, and cottage industries. Some of this was in the
informal sector, such as wholesale and retail trade, food peddling, and hired
day labor. Trade (called “buying and selling” [buôn bán]), traditionally a female
activity and greatly circumscribed before 1986, was one of the sectors of 
greatest expansion in the urban and rural suburban (ngoAi thành) areas of
northern Vietnam in the 1990s.15 In Quang xã, small businesses sprang up
along the main road, including retail shops (video rentals, wedding attire),
small-scale service shops, and restaurants and tea stalls, usually operating
out of family houses and predominantly run by women. These businesses
used family labor and capital and provided goods and services for the local
population. In addition, Quang market housed 60 stalls selling basic com-
modities in the mid-1990s.16 The xã renovated the market in 1990 and built
16 new stalls for rent on a long-term basis.17
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Although new commercial opportunities were emerging, only a small 
percentage of families had opened up a shop and gone into business for them-
selves by 1995. Around 100 households (out of 1,054) in the xã were engaged
in full-time business activities (kinh doanh), such as shopkeepers, large-scale
traders, and construction businesses. This included ten “big” women traders
in Hanoi, according to the ch9 tCch of the xã. Households that engaged in
these business activities were better off, but among villagers as a whole, this
practice had yet to be widely adopted.18 About half of xã residents were engaged
in services (dCch vE) and trade as supplemental activities to farming, but these
were seen as part of the household economy. In the 1990s, then, the family
economy served as a kind of cover for market activities that were still not
viewed as completely legitimate, as also noted by Abrami.19

Households in the xã were encouraged to contribute to the nation’s 
prosperity and to raise their families’ standard of living in ways compatible
with national development plans. Authorities in the xã tried to enlist women
to assist the national government and economy in these endeavors and assumed
that men and women in the family had an equal obligation to contribute to
the family economy. The xã encouraged all families to develop their family
economies, thereby contributing to making the country “civilized, rich, and
strong” (nOSc v/n minh, giàu, mAnh). Thus household economic production
was not assumed to be a private burden borne solely by individual house-
holds but was of direct concern to the state.

Although the household (hI) attained greater status and economic import-
ance under 1xi MSi, it had long been a tool of state governance in socialist
Vietnam. During the American war, each household was required to keep
its own registration book called the hI khuu, which listed all its members
and had to be kept up to date. (Individual entries were termed nhân khuu,
which meant “resident” or literally “mouths to feed.”) The hI khuu registra-
tion book was presented to authorities to get food rations and to make requests
for land or state assistance. In the 1990s, registration of the family house-
hold in Quang xã was still obligatory, and the records (Sx ./ng k3 hI khuu,
or Civil Register) were kept in the security office (công an) of the xã. The
Civil Register identified all household members, their date and place of 
birth, native place (if different from place of birth), occupation, and place
of occupation. The register also identified the “head of household” (ch9 hI ),
who was responsible for relations between the household and the state, includ-
ing registration of births, deaths, marriages, household division (tách hI),
changes in occupation, and migration. In the 1990s, the list of families in
the Civil Register was also used for the distribution and readjustments (.igu
ch7nh) of land, assessing taxes, and mobilizing attendance at meetings.

The term “household” (hI) was in fact a socio-political construct used by
the socialist state to draw the family into its orbit, register it, and regularize
its relationship with the politico-legal order, in effect legitimizing and activat-
ing state intervention into the affairs of the family. The “head of house-
hold” (ch9 hI) in Quang xã was officially the head of the family economy
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(ch9 kinh tb ) and represented the household to the agricultural cooperative
and economic branches of the xã. The head either brought in the most income
into the family, did most of the agricultural work, or handled the organiza-
tion and planning of the family as an economic unit. (Of these household
heads, 40 percent were women in the 1990s, according to the Civil Register
and my household survey; family heads are more fully discussed in Chapter 3).
In the late 1980s, the socialist term “family economy” (kinh tb gia .ình) began
to be replaced by other formulations, such as “family household economy”
(kinh tb hI gia .ình) and “household economy” (kinh tb hI), indicating the
increasing stature of household farming vis-à-vis collective agriculture. By
1988, officials were generally using the term khoán hI or household contract
to refer to the transfer of cooperative fields to family households following
the first Land Law in 1987.20

Aside from its economic functions, the household also served a new 
political purpose. Under 1xi MSi, state subjects were defined as members
of households subject to the interventionist mechanisms of the state. House-
holds carried important responsibilities. They had to align themselves with
the market and carry out the reproductive and economic policies of the state.
They needed to raise their children in an exemplary manner. As members 
of households, women bore vital and consequential duties to the state as 
producers and reproducers. Through its programs and policies, the national
government and local xã constructed the gendered subject of the 1xi MSi
era as defined by the household and the development agenda of the state. The
importance of women to the development agenda was stated forthrightly in the
political report to the 6th Party Congress (1986), which launched 1xi MSi:

Women in general, and female workers in particular, have special fea-
tures that should be taken into consideration. To bring into play the great
role of women in the revolutionary cause, we should make sure that the
party’s guidelines for motivating women permeate the entire system of
proletarian dictatorship, and concretize them in policies and laws. State
agencies, in co-ordination with mass organizations, should take practical
measures to create more employment for women, to train and foster
women cadres, to ensure mother and child health care, and to correctly
put into effect the Law on Marriage and Family. We should help women
to perform both their duties as citizens and their function as mothers
engaged in the building of happy families.21

In basing its policies on the household, the 1xi MSi state also implicitly pro-
moted and enhanced the prominence of the conjugal couple and the nuclear
family as opposed to the extended family. The concept of the family house-
hold (hI gia .ình) was based on the conjugal couple whose two adult members
contributed equally to the sustenance of the household. 1xi MSi develop-
ment policies and discourses were based on this conception of the family and
targeted the nuclear family. These included poverty reduction programs, 
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family planning policies, Happy Family campaigns (discussed below), land 
policies, taxation policies, and farm management programs. All these policies
were conceived in terms of the neo-local household and its chief income 
earners. As such, they enhanced the authority of the primary couple, who
were inexorably linked to the national agenda of making the country strong
and prosperous in an increasingly competitive global economy.

The Return of Agriculture to the Household

The most important consequence of the early reform process in Quang xã
was the dismantling of the Quang agricultural cooperative and the return 
of agriculture to the household. At the same time, agricultural production
experienced a decline as men and some women gravitated to the urban 
areas to seek employment. Nonetheless, as during the American war, the main
burden of agricultural and sideline production again fell on women, who 
were responsible for most farming tasks, except for plowing and harvesting.
The market economy and the opportunities for making money from self-
employment tended to pull men into the non-agricultural sector, leaving women
behind to tend the fields.22

Quang xã started to decollectivize its rice fields in 1987, its third land dis-
tribution since 1956.23 The process of land redistribution was handled in three
stages. In 1987, certificates for land were issued to 812 households that had
registered for land, for a land-use period of three years. In 1989, the land-
use period was extended to five years, and in 1994 to 20 years. The number
of households increased during these stages, and the allocation was limited
to 1 sào 5 thOSc (480 square meters) per person over the age of 16. Land
titles were not given out, as they were elsewhere, and no plans to do so were
in sight in the 1990s. A Land Council, chaired by Mr. Thành, the ch9 tCch
of the People’s Committee, was set up in the xã to oversee the allocation
process and subsequent readjustments according to demographic changes.
The members of the Council included three representatives from the agri-
cultural cooperative, a land management cadre from the xã, the heads of 
all the thôn, and a member of the xã party chapter. The Council divided up
the land according to guidelines set by the agricultural office of the district.
A difficult and contentious task was assessing the quality of the fields and
the distances between the household and the land parcels, and the Council
made its own deliberations in this regard. But the district determined the 
criteria for the recipients of land: those who were existing members of the
agricultural cooperative, with state workers having the option to receive land.
Retirees with pensions were not permitted to receive land.24

Households were allocated land on a per capita (nhân khuu) rather than
a per laborer basis, that is, based on the size of the household. However,
recipients needed to be of working age, which meant ages 16 to 60 for men
and 16 to 55 for women. Children and the elderly were included in the head
count, but were allotted land on a prorated basis according to their age. The
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allocation for children was 1 sào 2 thOSc; parents with a third child received
no land for that child. Households received a one-time allocation, with peri-
odic future adjustments. After 1994, newly formed households received only
1 sào 2 thOSc for adults. Households that had already received their land
allotment and then had children could not get additional land. Land was
allocated on a community basis, and the total land per community was finite.
Families that lost members through death and marriage still retained the land
allocated to them in the reform. By 1994, all the rice land in the xã had been
classified, but not entirely distributed.25

But marriage was a tricky issue in the land allocation process. If a son
married and brought home a daughter-in-law, it made a difference whether
she was from Quang xã or not. If she grew up in the xã, she received land as
a member of her natal family. If she was from the same thôn as her husband,
a readjustment could be made. But if she was from another thôn, she had
to apply to receive land in her new thôn, and would have to relinquish her
earlier allotment or pay a fine. And there was a cut-off date – only so much
land remained in Quang xã’s land fund. After a certain date, in-marrying
daughters-in-law would get no land. In the case of divorce, there was no pro-
vision in the Land Law or a separate fund in the xã for divorced women.
Therefore the land issue appeared to disadvantage women by tying them to
a dependent relationship on the patrilineal household.26 Furthermore, in the
future both rice land and residential land could only be obtained through
inheritance or purchase, which made newly married couples dependent on
their parents if they wished to set up their own households.27

After the decollectivization of agriculture, Quang agricultural cooper-
ative continued its operations by offering households agricultural advice and
services. In addition, the xã itself was directly engaged in overseeing house-
hold production. Xã cadres monitored, supervised, and advised households
on their agricultural activities. In the early and mid-1990s, the xã urged 
farmers to plant two crops of rice and a winter crop of vegetables such as
cucumbers, rau mudng (water spinach), cauliflowers, beans, onions, potatoes,
or tomatoes. In his 1995 annual report to the People’s Committee, Ch9 TCch
Thành complained that Quang xã was still a one-crop xã.28 He urged farmers
to grow more vegetables as a lucrative source of income and encouraged house-
holds to transfer rice land to vegetable production, although he acknow-
ledged that vegetables required more care and had a greater risk of failure
than growing rice.29 The xã and the cooperative monitored the commercial
and growing conditions of household products and were particularly con-
cerned with losses from flooding or bad weather. In these cases, the xã appealed
to the district for tax relief, usually with positive results, such as when severe
floods destroyed three-fourths of the rice crop at the end of 1994.

Aside from promoting the household economy, xã officials also tried to
come up with a niche or specialty product, like alcohol, candy, or meat/bun
delicacies to improve all households’ economic prospects. By the end of the
1990s, they still had not found the answer, although tourism was being touted
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as a new possibility. Xã officials complained that, overall, the xã’s economy
was lackluster at best, lamenting that compared to nearby villages, the eco-
nomic level of Quang xã was just average (trung bình). Some villages in the
rural areas near Hanoi had prospered by finding an economic niche in the
inner city’s economy by selling noodles or trading in textiles. Compared to
these xã, Quang xã’s economy was overly reliant on agriculture and lacked
commercial outlets. Rice prices were low, so rice farming alone would not
raise incomes. Bringing back the xã’s fabled lychee production was not an
immediate economic option. But the local economy had clearly benefited from
proximity to the city, new rural-urban networks, and the availability of new
jobs in the city.30

The xã followed an integrated farm management program termed VAC,
which stands for vOXn (garden), ao (pond), and chuing (poultry breeding or
animal husbandry). Promoted in the xã for decades, the VAC program is
an interlocking and interdependent system of intensive gardening in which
all the elements contribute to increased productivity in the other elements.
Fruits, vegetables, and eggs increase household nutrition, and their by-
products are used to feed the pigs or the chickens. Manure from chickens
and pigs is used in the garden. During the American war, the xã had 50 mku
(1 mku = 10 sào = 3,600 sq. meters) of ponds, which were an element in the
system. Women were invariably the focus of this program because they were
responsible for sideline production.

In the early 1990s, the xã launched a major initiative to develop sideline
production in pigs in line with a national policy to increase rural household
incomes, especially those of women farmers. By 1994, 90 percent of all house-
holds were raising both breeder pigs and pigs for meat, which were a profit-
able and steady source of income and whose manure significantly increased
paddy yields. However, the xã had neither slaughterhouses nor processing
plants, which limited local revenues from pig raising. Middlemen came to
the xã to buy pigs and took them elsewhere to be slaughtered and prepared
for the urban market.

The return to the household economy in the 1990s thus had a substantial
impact on the structure of economic activities in the xã. Before 1986, virtu-
ally all households in the xã had been exclusively engaged in agriculture.31

By the mid-1990s, however, most families in the xã had at least one member
working outside agriculture. In 1995, only a third of the total households in
my household survey relied solely on agriculture for their economic susten-
ance. The majority – 60 percent – were “mixed,” that is, they relied on both
agricultural and non-agricultural work as sources of income. Only 8 per-
cent of households were exclusively non-agricultural, usually with two wage
earners working for the state as factory workers (công nhân) on the outskirts
of Hanoi.32 By 1996, agriculture represented 23 percent of the total GDP in
Quang xã, poultry and livestock breeding 40 percent, and handicrafts and
services 37 percent, according to an economic report prepared by the xã.33

Thus agriculture had undergone a sharp decline.34
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The occupational profile of the xã shifted accordingly. By 1995, 40 per-
cent of xã residents had a second job in addition to farming by 1995. Four
hundred young people were working in Hanoi. Most of this employment was
in unskilled day labor, such as in construction, road work, carpentry, paint-
ing, truck driving, or other services (dCch vE) in Hanoi or in the xã. Some of
it was under contract, but was seen as temporary work. Skilled construction
work was lucrative, offering up to a million .ing a month ($100), but most
men earned around 10,000 .ing ($1) a day, according to xã sources.

In agricultural and mixed-income households, the predominant pattern was
for women to farm the family’s small plot while men worked in construc-
tion and industry (private firms or state factories). Most families lavished
care on their newly acquired plots and kept trying to increase their yields.
Two months of intensive work were devoted to plowing and harvesting, 
during which all able-bodied members of the family worked. During the 
subsequent, slower two months, women tended rice seedlings and did trans-
planting, weeding, spraying, and water control. Rice farming was hard work,
unpredictable due to the weather, and not very profitable even when weather
conditions were ideal.

The average agricultural landholding per household in 1995 was 6.1 sào
(2196 sq. meters), which was not enough to sustain an average family of 
4.9 persons. Average paddy (thóc) yield in 1995 was 120–200 kg per sào.
Taxes and fees for agricultural services such as pest control and seeds were
high, around 25 percent, which meant that only 100–150 kg thóc was left. The
value of thóc in 1995 was 2,000 .ing per kg, which came to 200,000–300,000
.ing per sào per crop, or $20–$30.35 Farming thus brought in little income,
equivalent to about $150 per year per crop. Most families, in fact, did not
sell what they harvested but consumed it themselves.36

Therefore xã residents were obliged to seek additional sources of income.
Women who raised pigs, chickens, and produce from their gardens traded
in the local market or further afield at Ngã TO S[, MN, Hà 1ông, Cfu Giay,
and even Hanoi’s 1ing Xuân market. In the 1990s, vegetables and flowers
brought in about a dollar a day. Peasant women could get more if they were
willing to bike into Hà 1ông town or Hanoi. During the off-season, par-
ticularly in the fall, both men and women searched for other ways to earn
money. Many men sought work as day laborers (công nhFt), locally or in
Hanoi, in construction, painting, or carpentry. Men who owned buffaloes
could work for others as plowmen for a good wage.37 On the whole, however,
families sought economic opportunity within the confines of the xã and did
not go further afield, as casual laboring work was available in the xã.

Now the xã rather than the agricultural cooperative drew up annual eco-
nomic plans for the community in terms of GDP per person, production 
targets, commerce and services, and infrastructure projects. These, as well
as the xã’s efforts to increase the standard of living, were all reported to 
the People’s Council and the district on an annual basis. In the mid-1990s,
the xã was particularly concerned to increase the number of what officials
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termed wealthy (giàu) households and decrease the number of poor (nghèo)
households. These programs were part of the rural development policy of
“creating a new countryside” launched by the 7th Party Congress in 1991.38

In this respect, the xã was achieving its goals because the return to the
household economy in the xã had almost immediate economic benefits. By
1994, production and average income per household had risen dramatically.
My household survey conducted in the spring of 1996 found that the average
per capita income in the xã in 1995 came to $282. In the survey, households
were asked to provide expenditure data for 1995 because income figures have
proved to be incomplete indicators of wealth in a peasant economy. Average
per capita expenditures in 1995 came to $332.39 Xã residents were also asked
to estimate the current value of their consumer goods. The per household
figures averaged $736 (8.1 million .ing) for 1995. Agricultural and mixed-
economy households were asked the value of their agricultural equipment
and buffaloes, which came to an additional $312 (3.4 million .ing).

Average household income in 1995 was $1,500 or less, and although the
xã’s standard of living was higher than in other parts of the delta, most 
families believed their economic resources were stretched to the limit. They
tended to compare their economic level with that of Hanoi and villages that
had become more prosperous than they were. Both men and women in 
the xã felt they were under considerable pressure to improve their meager
income. Families were thus experiencing heightened stress as a result of 
having to “get ahead,” compete in the market, farm their small plots of land,
and get the best prices for their produce and services.

Yet household incomes in the xã had risen considerably. In 1995 this
increased prosperity was reflected in new housing, new consumer goods, 
and new roads. Xã residents spent from $100 to $1,000 on televisions and
appliances in 1995, according to questionnaires completed by the 20 house-
holds I visited and interviewed. The level of consumer goods was beginning
to approach that of Hanoi: bicycles, appliances, VCRs, motorbikes (although
still relatively scarce), even toilets. There was one bicycle or motorbike per
two adult inhabitants. Families were spending from $200 to $1,000 on cer-
emonial costs (hibu h0). One well-off household I interviewed spent $1,500
for a large wedding, borrowing funds for the occasion. Among households
I visited, 30 to 60 percent of their budget was spent on food; the average
was over $500 per year. Households were also upgrading and renovating their
houses, but the costs were often spread over several years. Families typically
spent about $100 a year on school expenses.40 The area’s growing prosper-
ity was also reflected in a completely new administrative complex for the 
xã, built with funds from the district. The new offices boasted a two-story
expanse of offices and meeting rooms, with two sets of iron gates.

Diversifying sources of income and economic competition between house-
holds spurred increasing socio-economic differentiation in the xã. Changes
in socio-economic groupings started to emerge by the mid-1990s, reflecting
the new opportunities for accumulating wealth under the reform policies. The
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richest household in my 1996 household survey had sold 50 sq. meters of
roadside land for 120 million .ing ($10,909) the previous year. With this money
they built a new two-story stucco house for about $6,500 and bought new
furniture and a new motorbike. For a short time in the late 1980s, it was
possible to transfer rice land (ruIng .at) to the category of residential land
(.at thx cO) and sell it. The most lucrative sources of income were selling
land or sending a family member abroad. A number of families sent sons
abroad, and their remittances of a few thousand dollars a year sustained a
whole family very comfortably. Such fortunate families were reluctant to 
flaunt their newfound wealth, however. They tended to put the money into
improving their houses by adding rooms, putting on an upper story or buy-
ing new furniture, while they maintained discretion as to the actual figures
involved. I suspected that socialist sensibilities were still in effect.

Xã officials, however, were no longer using socialist and class-based models
for categorizing the local population, but rather the new socio-economic
classifications of rich households (hI giàu), well-off households (hI khá), 
average households (hI trung bình), and poor households (hI nghèo). The
xã’s 1996 economic report stated that by the end of 1995, rich households
comprised 15 to 20 percent of the population, with an average income of
10–20 million .ing ($900–1,800) a year. Well-off households, representing
50–55 percent of the total, had an average income of 10 million .ing a year
($900). The remaining households had 3–5 million .ing ($275–450) a year.41

This brought the average income to $156 per capita or $764 per household
for the same time period.

The xã’s income figures, however, came to only about half of those reported
in my household survey.42 Xã were notorious for underreporting their income
statistics. Under 1xi MSi, underreported income has been a strategy used
by many xã to get more assistance from the district. Therefore, the survey
results are undoubtedly more accurate, although underreporting cannot be
ruled out here as well. If the xã’s 1995 figures are doubled, making the results
more consistent with my survey results, then the most prosperous category
of families in the xã were making upward of $2,000–3,000 a year, while 
poor families made less than $500 a year. I heard reports of “very rich” house-
holds, which I was unable to confirm, given villagers’ predilection to hide
their wealth from neighbors and outsiders. But class divisions based on 
economic differences were clearly beginning to take shape in the xã.

As I walked around the xã, I was impressed by the abundance of new 
housing and handsomely bricked alleyways in the thôn. Courtyards, fruit 
trees and rose gardens could be glimpsed through the gates and behind the
brick walls which closed off the residential dwellings from the main road 
and the alleyways. The economic transformation in Quang xã had been
launched by the return to the household on the basis of which the xã had
introduced the market economy, provided the initial economic momentum
for economic growth, and increased family incomes.43 1xi MSi had boosted
the urban economy in Hanoi and stimulated a boom in the construction 
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industry, drawing male labor into the city. The standard of living in the inner
city had doubled in the decade from 1986 to 1996. While changes were less
dramatic in the countryside, there was a noticeable economic vitality in the
xã. Women’s economic contributions as farmers in the xã were as vital under
1xi MSi as they had been during the American war, and although the agri-
cultural cooperative no longer employed their labor, the household economy
had become the primary focus of women’s economic endeavors.

The Household and the *+i M!i Gender Regime

With 1xi MSi’s new focus on development and economic growth, Quang
xã began to shift its governance functions from wartime mobilization 
apparatuses into the development of institutions and economic levers of the
1xi MSi state. The mass organizations – the Women’s Association, the Father-
land Front, the Peasants’ Association, the Youth Association, and the
Veterans’ Association – were all reoriented and charged with new economic
duties.44 In restructuring the local economy, the xã relied on the household
to spur production and increase incomes. Similarly the mass organizations,
directed by the party, began to focus their attention on families and house-
holds to support the xã’s development programs. The Women’s Association
emerged as the prime mass association guiding and shepherding the house-
hold’s new role. By the late 1980s, the Women’s Association was directly
assisting households with their economic activities, using a wide array of pro-
grams to encourage them to engage with the market and to assist women
having problems doing so. Two of their primary targets were poor house-
holds and poor women. These included female-headed, labor-deficient, and
poorly educated households and others that had difficulties coping with the
market. The Association developed a range of programs to help women with
cash payments for child immunizations, food baskets, small loans to buy seeds,
rice transplants, or pigs, and small subsidies to take training programs for
agricultural purposes. In 1992, the Association gave 80 women in the xã
24 million .ing to develop livestock production for breeding pigs over a 
two-year period. They set up credit groups (qu( hIi) for economic invest-
ment purposes. The Association also took care of policy families (gia .ình
chính sách, war-related welfare cases) by providing cash, labor, food and other
benefits. Three mothers of martyrs (i.e., women who had lost their sons in
the war) were also cared for by members of the Association because they
had no children to look after them.

Yet Quang xã and the agricultural cooperative could no longer take on
hardship cases and incur dependency from needy families. The cooperative
no longer offered child-care facilities, as during the war. The local clinic con-
tinued to provide basic health services, but operated on an abysmally tight
budget. Health problems had put some families in chronic debt. There had
been reports of authorities in some villages taking land away from families
who did not conform to family planning targets. This did not occur in Quang
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xã, but representatives of the Women’s Association encouraged their members
and xã women to space their children and practice family planning. As for
education, poor families were having difficulty keeping their children in school
past the seventh grade, and if parents believed children were not promising
students, they discontinued their schooling.45 The xã showed concern for these
adverse effects of the market, but there was only so much it could do.

The Women’s Association, as well as the other mass associations, tried to
foster a strong sense of social solidarity in helping the poor through what it
called mutual assistance. Campaigns focused on supporting the party’s eco-
nomic policies, providing social services, and strengthening family values. The
Women’s Association launched three emulation movements in the 1990s, 
one to encourage the household economy, a second called Good Husband–
Wife Relationships, and a third termed Raising Healthy Children. In 1993
the Husband–Wife Happiness (V} ching hAnh phúc) movement encouraged
“nice-looking and graceful mothers” and “healthy and well-behaved children”
(MB duyên dáng, con kh8e ngoan). The Veterans’ Association in 1995 carried
out a campaign titled Good People, Good Work (NgOXi tdt, viGc tdt) by which
“the grandfather’s morality will be present in the grandchild” (1Tc ông, lIc
cháu). The purpose of these campaigns was to achieve a well-functioning 
household economy as well as a morally fit family unit. A “happy family”
meant a household where everyone contributed economically, practiced
family planning, managed the stress in their lives with grace and good will
(“worked in harmony”), and supported one another in terms of functioning
in the 1xi MSi market.46

In 1994, the Women’s Association launched a movement titled Civilized
and Happy Families (Gia .ình v/n minh, hAnh phúc) that focused on family
planning, a “good” family economy, and well-behaved children. The Asso-
ciation’s report of that year noted that 12 families received outstanding awards
during this campaign. The goals of the campaign were to achieve a “good”
family economy by raising the household’s standard of living and having an
“organized” family where everyone worked hard and made contributions to
society, whose members loved one another, whose husbands did not engage
in gambling, womanizing, and other “social evils”, and whose children were
well-raised and attended school.47 The successful 1xi MSi family was defined
as a market-oriented, efficient unit ready to join the global age.

Women bore primary responsibility for implementing the Happy Family
policy as well as the new vision of the social and economic community. As
sustainers of households, they needed to produce for the market and carry
out the reproduction policies of the state. Family planning in Quang xã was
the responsibility of the Women’s Association and the health clinic. The
Women’s Association, along with the thôn chiefs, made a concerted effort
to remind xã women that the official policy was two children per family and
to inform them that contraceptives were available from the clinic. By 1996, Mrs.
Lê ThC Thúy, the head of the Association reported that the family-planning
program in the xã had been successful; the population growth rate was reported
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to be down to 1.5 percent per year. However, women cadres were not always
the models and mirrors (gONng mku) they were supposed to be. Mrs. PhAm
ThC Canh, the head of the agricultural cooperative and one of three women
members of the xã party cell, had eight children, the first seven all girls.48

The modernization project of 1xi MSi had thus set in motion new initi-
atives regarding the household and engendered a new idealized notion of the
family. This vision of the family was a function of its development and repro-
ductive responsibilities and came to serve as both a metaphor and a goal of
the renovation agenda. It was based on the idea that Vietnamese families will
achieve happiness (hAnh phúc) by following the state’s economic and repro-
ductive policies.49 Hence, the very notion of citizenship in the newly imagined
community of 1xi MSi was now tied to the development goals of the state.

1xi MSi Happy Family movements in Quang xã were modeled on the 
emulation campaigns of the war years. All these movements set standards
(tiêu chuun) for participants to achieve and selected models for others to follow.
Members of the Association were called upon to be models themselves, while
successful ordinary citizens of the xã were chosen for awards. These cam-
paigns, in addition to relying on emulation, continued their statist prescrip-
tions of reminding xã residents about the “debts” they owed the party – in
the words of the Association’s report, “t8 lòng bibt Nn 15ng” (we gratefully
acknowledge our moral debts toward the party). Happy families were happy
in the era of 1xi MSi because of the wise and judicious policies of the party,
the Women’s Association claimed. The Association also reminded its con-
stituents that compassion needed to be felt for the less fortunate and those
who had suffered during the war and had been left behind by the market.
The 800 members of the Association were called upon to assist these people.
The Association also continued to solicit gratitude for the party by repeat-
ing the pat phrases “If you eat the fruit, remember the person who planted
the tree” and “If one drinks water, one needs to remember the source” to
encourage greater outreach to war victims.50

On balance, however, appeals based on moral exhortations had markedly
declined in effectiveness, according to officials in the Women’s Association,
and the Association was obliged to turn to programs based on economic and
family interests in order to engage women in the xã. Attendance at meetings
was falling off and members were no longer paying their dues. Mobilization
on the basis of social solidarity and charity no longer appealed to the senti-
ments of women in the xã; they wanted to see concrete results. The Asso-
ciation was therefore pressed to diversify its activities so that they were in line
with women’s changing interests and needs. In this sense, the Association
was responding to its base and the new economic realities of 1xi MSi.

The Language of Equality

During the first decade of 1xi MSi, the gender order in the xã was thus 
in the midst of a fundamental shift and transformation from the war-time

        



Gender and 1xi MSi in Quang Xã 61

socialist model to a new focus on the family and the household. But the
definition of gender equality in the xã had not changed, according to a 
sample of married couples who were asked whether women and men had
achieved equality or not. In their view, women’s equality was still social 
equality, or equality outside the family. According to them, gender equality
occurred through social promotion rather than change in the family.
Gender equality was not judged in terms of individual relations between men
and women, but in terms of the equality of opportunity for both sexes out-
side the household. In these terms, these xã residents invariably claimed that
equality between men and women had already been achieved.51

Thus xã residents viewed gender equality in terms of social equity in line
with the dominant discourses of the state. In my interviews with xã families,
residents said equality for women meant that women could do any work and
be leaders in any field just as men could. Equality also meant equal educa-
tion for girls and boys. Women’s authority in high social positions had to be
respected. Mrs. Bùí ThC Ngân, a state irrigation worker, said gender equality
meant that both men and women had a duty to do social work, that is, to
take responsibility for state affairs (công tác xã hIi). Mrs. Nga, the former
xã cadre mentioned earlier gave a political definition of equality for women:
social work required women to exercise their right to equality by speaking
up in meetings and voicing their opinions. Only then would women truly
achieve equality, in her view. Only two people gave non-statist definitions
of social equality: friendships and wider social relations outside the family
for girls and boys and for married men and women without negative reper-
cussions within the family. Party member Mr. Lê H5i Quang cautioned, how-
ever, that social equality meant women’s greater exposure in society might
cause friction with their husbands.

Only Mrs. Nga defined equality in the sense of complete parity between
men and women on an individual plane in all arenas in life. Mrs. Nga, in
her fifties, had been a cadre in the xã since the American war, and she stated
unequivocally that equality between men and women had not been achieved
because women were still unequal in the family. However, she added, women
in the xã had gained entry into the political landscape, and this had become
a normal condition. Some men might have difficulty taking orders from
women, but doing so could be justified in terms of the state’s policy regard-
ing gender equity.

As for equality in the family (bình .png trong gia .ình), as we shall see in
Chapter 4, many xã residents, particularly women, tended to see equality in
terms of husbands not imposing their ideas or authority on their wives but
making decisions in common. Equality was also perceived as a relationship
based on equal respect (tôn trDng nhau). Some of the better-educated villagers
had a more nuanced and wider definition of gender equality. If the wife did
not agree with her husband, they believed, he should not arbitrarily proceed
on his own but try to meet his wife’s objections to solve the problem. Male
unilateral and arbitrary actions signified a lack of respect. Equality did not
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a priori mean an equal division of household labor nor an equal contribu-
tion to household income (although some were aware of these ideas). And it
certainly did not mean individual freedom and expression, personal growth,
or individual rights as understood in the West.

From xã husbands’ points of view, respect took on a decidedly different
cast. According to them, a wife demonstrated respect for her husband by
being solicitous – to him, to his parents, and to members of his lineage. She
managed the household well and “took good care” of his immediate family,
meaning meal preparation, laundry, and education of the children. A woman
who could not manage (thu vén) the household demonstrated a fundamental
lack of respect.

Thus gender equality in the xã was defined primarily in terms of social
equality (bình .png ngoài xã hIi ), of equal rights and duties in work outside
the family. In general, it was not seen as applicable to relations within the
family. Xã residents believed men and women should both work and could
do the same types of jobs and get the same pay. Women could hold posi-
tions of power in the government and the army. The government should 
protect the social rights of women. Girls should be educated at the same level
as boys. When speaking of equality in these terms, many older women remem-
bered when girls were unable to go to or continue in school beyond third or
fourth grade, have a vocation of their own, or participate in public life.

This ideal of gender equality was a strong legacy from the revolutionary
past, and as such continued to bear strong statist and instrumentalist con-
notations.52 The 1xi MSi state continued to champion this form of gender
equality, but now geared it to development goals and state-defined con-
ceptions of women’s role in the family. In 1994, the national government
issued Resolution 04-NQ/TW, Renovating and Strengthening the Women’s
Movement in the New Situation, to improve the role and position of women
in three areas: as workers, as citizens, and as mothers, “who are the first 
teachers of human beings, providing a hallmark and giving shape to the per-
sonality, spirit and mind of the coming generation.”53 The stated purpose of
the resolution was to spur development of the state-led women’s movement,
which had lagged behind as a result of 1xi MSi. The resolution implicitly
criticized the party for not paying enough attention to women’s work and
called on party and state officials to improve their “perception and viewpoints
in the question of women” and strengthen their leadership of the women’s
movement. In Quang xã, the resolution was interpreted in terms of strength-
ening the work of the Women’s Association and assisting the household 
economy.

However, the 1xi MSi state continued to define the legal rights of women
primarily in terms of social equality while asserting that the family was the
“cell of society,” as shown by developments in state law. The new constitu-
tion, passed in 1992, stated that “male and female citizens have equal rights
in all fields – political, economic, cultural, social, and in the family.” Article
63 reiterated the principle of equal pay for equal work, while reaffirming 
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that “the family is the cell of society and the state protects marriage and the
family.” Marriage should conform to the principles of “free consent, pro-
gressive union, monogamy, and equality between husband and wife.” A new
clause added that “discriminatory” acts against women were banned, as well
as acts “damaging women’s dignity.”54 This legislation demonstrated the state’s
continuing commitment to public policy measures to ensure gender equality
in line with its development goals.

*+i M!i and Neo-Traditionalist Gendered Discourses 
and Practices

At the same time, however, 1xi MSi was accompanied by the renewal of
traditional discourses and reconstructed gender values that posed a direct
challenge to the promotion of gender equality. Starting in the late 1980s, the
1xi MSi state mounted a vigorous campaign of cultural revitalization to 
fill the vacuum left by the collapse of socialist ideology. Women and the
Vietnamese family were essential elements in the reassertion of traditional
Vietnamese culture as Vietnamese national traditions, along with Confucian-
ism, were revived and rehabilitated. Women were presented as moral beacons
under 1xi MSi and represented as the essence of a historically inflected 
national identity. Throughout the 1990s, the portrayal of Vietnamese nation-
alism through gendered images included women as mothers of the nation,
as prime defenders of the nation, and as always sacrificing their own inter-
ests for the family and the greater good. Top party officials and official 
academics extolled the virtues of “Vietnamese women throughout history”
in 1xi MSi publications.55 Womanhoods thus continued to serve as cultural
markers for the 1xi MSi nation as they had during wartime. However, the
idealized and essentialized socialist woman of the wartime revolutionary 
era was replaced with an essentialized model of woman qua mother of the
1xi MSi state.56

In Quang xã, the reemergence of the household, the return of private pro-
perty, and the new possibilities for economic accumulation all provided 
the foundation of the restoration of “traditional” family values. Many of the
families I visited in the xã had restored their ancestor altars in their main
front rooms and frequently pointed out the myriad family ties that existed
between them and other lineages throughout the village. The cult of the 
ancestors reinforced patrilineal ties and reserved pride of place for the
ancestors’ altar in the home. Mr. Lê S( Vinh’s house, a typical one-story,
three-compartment stucco house, was an example. The three contiguous com-
partments were open to the courtyard and divided by wooden columns sup-
porting a common verandah, with concrete steps leading up to the house.
The middle compartment had an elevated altar to the ancestors crowded 
with portraits of the deceased and bowls of incense and fruit. The plankbed
(sFp gE) in front of but lower than the altar was used for sitting and cere-
monial occasions. Mr. Vinh, as the head of his lineage, arranged the rites to

        



64 Gender and 1xi MSi in Quang Xã

be performed on the death anniversaries of the ancestors, gathering the clan
for a meal. Men and older women, as honored clan members, sat on the
plankbed during these occasions, but middle-aged and younger women did
not, in my observations of these events.

1xi MSi had revitalized kin and lineage networks by increasing the 
economic scope of the household and creating an economic and political
agenda for them. The decollectivization of agriculture meant that families
and lineages needed to rely on each other for mutual assistance. Female rela-
tions organized and shared labor for agricultural tasks for their kin-affiliated
households. In part this was due to the pooling or proximity of family plots
that local authorities had permitted when household land was redistributed.
The reinvigorated household economy thus strengthened the social leverage
of the family and lineage authority.

Although family business endeavors were not yet widespread, economic
activity was now centered on households and their networks. When I was
conducting field research in the 1990s, the full scope of the economic con-
sequences of the linkage between kin and politics was not readily apparent,
but holding party membership and state office in the xã obviously conferred
economic advantages upon some lineages at the expense of others. Lineage
domination of the local party branch or even simply party membership
appeared to confer economic advantage for some types of business activities
in the xã.57 Family connections were a subterranean element in xã politics.
The security chief and the ch9 tCch were members of the same prominent 
lineage in the xã, and it was common knowledge among the villagers that
local politics were linked to family ties. Lineages competed for the top party
and state positions in the xã, and once a lineage was in power, it tended to
colonize the administration.58 As in other xã, Quang xã was characterized
by several lineages rather than one big clan. Lineages are based on male descent
lines, and authority usually resides in elder patriarchs. Women may be nom-
inated and selected to public office by local party organs on the basis of their
inclusion in their husbands’ lineages, regardless of other considerations.
Those without lineage connections were shut out of the political process, I
was told, “until their group gets in.”

There were 26 patrilineages (dòng hD) in Quang xã, dispersed throughout
the xã.59 The major lineages, such as the V>, 1)ng, and Nguyln Duy, traced
the founding of their clans back four centuries, according to senior males 
in the lineages to whom I talked.60 Family geneology records (gia ph5) were
in the process of being restored by the major lineages, but had not been 
well-kept and were of unreliable authenticity, as they appeared to have been
written or rewritten during the colonial period in the early twentieth 
century.61 The major lineages, however, were all searching for their long-lost
family genealogies and having them translated from Chinese into modern
Vietnamese.

The largest lineages in the xã had maintained elaborate worship houses
before 1945, but these had fallen into disuse since the French war. Starting
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in the 1990s, clan meetings were held to renovate family tombs and shrines or
build new worship houses. Lineage ceremonies and the cult of the ancestors
had returned to virtually all xã households by the mid-1990s. Social pres-
tige was becoming attached to demonstrations of big family-ism, with the
attendant elaborate and costly marriage, funeral, and death anniversary/Tbt
ceremonies. For the continuation of the family line and performance of the
cult of the ancestors, sons were more valued than daughters. Inheritance
returned as an issue in the patrilineal kinship system. There was a marked
preference for sons rather than daughters to inherit the family property con-
tinued, as discussed in Chapter 3, although the Law on Marriage and the
Family stipulated equal inheritance.

During the first decade of 1xi MSi, weddings and banquets in Quang xã
also grew in importance and became more elaborate, as in other villages 
in the Red River delta.62 In 1995 and 1966, Ch9 TCch Thành was attending 
weddings and funerals on a regular basis, including that of his own son, who
married the daughter of a ch9 tCch of a nearby xã. The ceremony was elab-
orate and well attended and undoubtedly enhanced local political alliances.
The restoration of marriage rites such as engagement parties, brides kowtow-
ing before ancestral altars, and elaborate banquets were firmly in place at
the time of my visit.63 By and large, women performed ritual and economic
functions for their husbands’ lineages, organizing the all-important death
anniversary ceremonies for their husbands’ male and female ancestors.

While I was conducting work in the xã, two prominent clans held high-
profile gatherings to collect funds to rebuild their family shrines. These two
gatherings attracted lineage members from far beyond the xã for a weekend-
long banquet. Each clan included a former high-ranking party official and
military veteran in the xã (including a former cadre who had been the ch9
tCch for many years). Both these officials were senior males in their lineages
and proudly demonstrated to me their plans to elaborately renovate their 
lineage temples. In the 1990s, the People’s Committee was dominated by a
different lineage, although other lineages were also represented among state
and party officials. However, lineage loyalties among men were cross-cut by
the fact that virtually all male officials shared veteran military status, which
also shaped their social bonds and general outlook. Yet returning military
veterans were at the forefront of the revival of kinship and lineage practices
in Quang xã, as they were in all the major socio-political activities in the xã,
according to a xã Veterans’ Association Report.64

The revitalization of kin networks in Quang xã was accompanied by new
practices of localism, village “traditions,” and religious observances. The focus
on local cultural and religious traditions renewed party cadres’ interest in the
xã’s historical artifacts, while it also facilitated a growing masculinization
of politics and reassertion of male ritual power. In the first decade of 1xi
MSi, the xã refurbished and reissued its old village rules (hONng OSc), obtained
state certification of its historic sites and buildings, and revived its village
festivals. Ch9 TCch Thành assured me, however, that the annual .ình festival
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had never been suspended during the war, although it had been scaled back.
In 1996, the History Committee of the xã obtained the two former village
conventions (hONng OSc) of the xã, dated 1888 and 1936, which were trans-
lated into Vietnamese from Chinese. The hONng OSc were customary laws
that governed the rights and duties pertaining to the registered male members
of the xã. They also included rules on village management, maintaining law
and order, religious rites and ceremonies, and seating procedures in the 
communal house (.ình).65

The newly established History Committee of the xã, composed of two 
former high-ranking party members, both of whom were from prominent
lineages, and a Chinese linguist, examined the two historic hONng OSc and
then issued a contemporary version of these rules, which were called Quy
OSc Làng V/n Hoá (Cultured Village Rules). Unlike the former rules, the
new rules detailed the obligations of the xã’s socialist citizens, “with a view
to bringing into full play the fine traditions of [their] ancestors, family clans,
and xã by developing [their] good customs and practices and eliminating back-
ward practices, and, in solidarity, turning Quang xã into a village marked
by prosperity, beauty, equity, civilization and progress.” The new rules cau-
tioned against “social evils,” while stressing the importance of the education
of children, protecting their health, and ensuring family planning. They also
strongly promoted “stabilizing the family household economy” and local 
economic production and investment. Religious observances and festivals 
were praised and regulated, as well as the obligations of lineages to recon-
cile family conflicts.66

Article 21 specified that all families needed to strive to attain the status
of “cultured families,” meaning they should be harmonious, happy and 
progressive; live in solidarity and mutual assistance with their neighbors; 
practice family planning; and perform their duties as citizens. While husbands
and wives needed to live together on an equal footing, be faithful to one
another, and assume the joint responsibility of raising their children, respect
and care was also owed to grandparents and the elderly. Family violence was
prohibited; good family behavior was defined as “hard work, thrift, integrity,
incorruptibility, being law-abiding and ethical.” Families who attained cul-
tured family status would receive a prize and be publicly recognized.

Quang xã’s new village rules were part of the state’s “cultured village” and
local heritage initiatives, and the xã was granted status as a cultured village
(làng v/n hoá) in 1998 on the basis of its historic status, cultural institutions,
and attainment of an “exemplary” social life and politics. The state and party
actively encouraged other efforts to revive local “traditions.” The xã applied
for state certification of several historic sites and monuments (di tích lCch 
s\ v/n hoá), obtaining approval in 1989. Three pagodas, the .ình, and two
.gn were refurbished with local and state funds. Worship ceremonies were
resumed in the temple of the tutelary deity, and in the early 1990s the People’s
Committee started to hold some of their meetings in the .ình.67 Religious
observances at the Buddhist pagodas were well attended and favored by xã
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women. On the first and fifteenth of every month, even women officials prayed
at the pagodas, bringing large trays of fruit as offerings. The annual xã
festival was restored in 1989 with official state permission and upgraded,
becoming much more elaborate, with new costumes, new statues, a longer
ceremony, and a procession. The festival, held in February, was organized
by the People’s Committee. Not surprisingly, the chief officiate at the 1996
xã festival was the elderly father of the powerful chief of security (công an),
who looked resplendent in his blue satin robes reciting chants in front of the
main altar in the .ình.

These new assertions of local pride by xã officials and the neo-traditional
revival of religious and cultural practices occurred as the household assumed
its new economic responsibilities. Xã officials encouraged the restoration of
kin networks, big familyism, and male ritual activities, practices in which many
of them were themselves engaged. At the same time, state discourses linked
tradition to modernity through gendered imaginaries, as women were por-
trayed as symbols of the “finest traditions of the nation.” These practices and
discourses accompanied 1xi MSi’s economic transformations and opening
to the outside world. Filling the void left by the collapse of socialist ideology,
development, family, and nationalist discourses provided the new basis for
the practice of political power in the xã, strengthening the hand of the local
state. But they were also linked to a shift in Quang xã’s gender politics whereby
women were increasingly displaced from their public responsibilities and
confined to the economic and familial exigencies of the household. As such,
neo-traditionalist practices and discourses undermined gender equality pro-
moted by the state in other domains.

Conclusion

Compared to the wartime past, the household in Quang xã had assumed vital
new economic responsibilities, but still retained strong statist features. It had
hardly retreated into a “private sphere.” Thus it is misleading to view the
household during the early 1xi MSi period as what Thaveeporn Vasavakul
describes as an autonomous unit outside the sphere of the state.68 As we have
seen, the return of the household and the revival of neo-traditionalist practices
did not appear to immediately weaken the local state. Xã authorities steered
and embraced the revival of household-based economic, religious, and “tra-
ditional” practices along with the development of the market economy.

As this chapter has shown, by the early 1990s Quang xã had turned to
the household to restructure the economy, to tie its members to the market,
and to facilitate new methods of governance. The state focused its intervention
on women’s and men’s labor and reproductive functions as members of house-
holds. Development programs focused on the family household of the con-
jugal couple and their children. Continuing its intervention into the family,
the state had merely reformulated the gendered subject. The household’s pro-
ductive and reproductive functions had become essential to the development
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goals of the regime. Next we turn to the third facet of the state’s interven-
tion into the household: 1xi MSi cultural policies designed to strengthen the
family in an era of rapid change.

Notes
1 Data from the Quang agricultural cooperative, 1976–1985. See also Kerkvliet 194,

246–247, 250. Kerkvliet provides data for the decline in food production and con-
sumption in Vietnam from 1975 to 1985.

2 See, for example, Hy V/n LONng and Nguyln 1%c B&ng.
3 The People’s Committee had ten members and was formally elected by the People’s

Council. From 1994 to 1996, ten out of 21 representatives on this Council were
women, including the three women party members. The People’s Council’s main
responsibilities were to “listen to the views and opinions of the people and solve
problems that have arisen, explain the policies of the party, and encourage (vFn
.Ing) people to carry out their responsibilities,” according to Mrs. Ngô ThC San,
one of the thôn chiefs.

4 Former women cadres seemed rather wistful in recounting their views to me, but
other women clearly relished the luxury of being able to serve the family after
their exertions during the war.

5 The 6th Party Congress defined the household economy as a legitimate “economic
unit of production,” with the authority to operate alone or in conjunction with
the private sector, for the first time in Vietnam’s socialist history. In addition to
the family economy (kinh tb gia .ình), other economic forms such as private com-
panies, household businesses, contract labor, foreign firms, and international joint
ventures were permitted to operate. In the 1990s, the 1xi MSi economy was officially
defined as a multi-sector economy. The other sectors comprised state-operated
enterprises and the collective economy (e.g., agricultural cooperatives.)

6 The dismantling of the Quang agricultural cooperative shifted power to the xã’s
People’s Committee and the new thôn divisions (based on the old xóm), as it did
elsewhere. The creation of the new thôn was directly linked to the promotion of
the household economy in Quang xã, I was informed by local officials. All the
thôn had party cells, whose chiefs were all men in 1996.

7 Thôn chiefs (trO[ng thôn) administered the thôn in Quang xã. In 1996, they were
elected for two-year terms and were selected from residents of the thôn. They
reported to the head of the xã, that is, the president (ch9 tCch) of the People’s Com-
mittee. In addition to managing production, thôn chiefs led the mass organizations
(công .oàn .oàn thv), ensured accurate registration of the population, collected
taxes, and reconciled disputes among families. Land conflicts were an enduring
source of dispute and conflict in 1995–1996. Not surprisingly, thôn chiefs in Quang
xã considered their new jobs far more demanding than their former jobs as brigade
leaders in the Quang agricultural cooperative. Yet as thôn chiefs, they were not
full-time employees of the xã, nor did they have a separate budget. They worked
out of their homes, did not have an office in the xã, and received a salary of 24,000
.ing ($22) a month. Four out of nine thôn chiefs were women in 1996.

8 The Quang agricultural cooperative was still in operation in the 1990s, but its
responsibilities were reduced to collecting taxes and providing services such as
irrigation, seeds, and agricultural advice.

9 Up to the 1xi MSi period, the “family economy” (kinh tb gia .ình) referred 
to the 5 percent of land that families held outside the agricultural cooperative
and was considered an adjunct to the collective economy. With the restoration
of family farming in 1986, the family economy referred to the economic activities
of the household based on its newly acquired agricultural land, plus all its other
sources of economic remuneration.
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10 See Trfn ThC Vân Anh and Lê NgDc Hùng.
11 Ibid.
12 See also Lê Thi and Vinh Thi. These authors see the household economy as essen-

tial to providing work and income for poor women in rural areas.
13 See Weijers.
14 In Vietnam as a whole, 1xi MSi also increased women’s employment in the house-

hold and informal economies. Hanoi sources differ on precise figures. According
to one source, in 1994 77 percent of women workers worked in the household
economy, 12 percent in the state sector, 10 percent in the private sector, and less
than 1 percent in the “collective sector.” Among men, 67 percent worked in the
household economy. See Lê Thi, Phát huy tigm n/ng. According to another source,
the “family, individual, private and collective sectors of the economy” comprised
30 percent of the total economy before 1986, but by the mid-1990s this figure had
increased to 70 percent (see Trfn ThC Qub). Employment for wages represented
only 20 percent of the workforce in the early 1990s, according to the World Bank.
In 1992, women made 72 percent of what men made in this sector; in agriculture,
women earned 62 percent of what men did (World Bank et al.).

15 According to a World Bank survey, 78 percent of the labor force in the informal
sector was in the private trading sector by the mid-1990s. This sector was almost
exclusively run by women. See Desai, based on the 1992 Viet Nam Living Standards
Survey (VNLSS), which surveyed 4,800 households in Vietnam. Rural and urban
women traded primarily in food products, both on the wholesale and retail ends.
Most trade was very small-scale. Hanoi food commodity traders made $2–3 a day
in the mid-1990s. A male xích-lô driver could make as much as $5 a day. Seasonal
construction work brought in marginally more income. Women worked on con-
struction crews (street crews and construction sites), where they made more than
from trading but less than men. Many of the women who did this work in Hanoi
were from rural areas.

16 Other businesses in the xã included transport, paddy milling, tailoring, and 
carpentry.

17 The rental fee was $60 a year on a 20-year contract (-y Ban Nhân Dân Xã Quang,
Báo cáo thzc hiGn, 1993).

18 -y Ban Nhân Dân Xã Quang, Báo cáo tình hình, 1994.
19 See Abrami 94–116.
20 According to Kerkvliet 220–227. The major 1xi MSi policy documents continued

to refer to the household economy as a family economy (kinh tb gia .ình), but
Resolution 5 (1993) used the term hI gia .ình, as well as kinh tb hI xã viên 
(cooperative members’ household economy). Another formulation was hI nông
dân (peasant household).

21 Communist Party of Vietnam, “Political Report.”
22 Because of its proximity to Hanoi, Quang xã did not experience the phenomenon

of female-headed households as did other villages in the delta that had been 
depopulated by men in search of work, leaving women behind to tend the fields.
According to the World Bank, 27 percent of households in Vietnam in 1993 were
headed by females as a result of internal migration. Female-headed households
on average were not worse off than male-headed households, according to the
statistical data, but anecdotal and other evidence suggests there was a large 
percentage of female-headed households among the poorest rural households. 
See Desai; Trfn ThC Vân Anh and Lê NgDc Hùng; Lê Thi, Gia .ình phE n#.

23 Following the land reform (1956–1957) and the formation of the agricultural 
cooperative. In 1981, the xã implemented Directive 100, which delegated certain
agricultural tasks to the household from the cooperative. I was told that Con-
tract 100, as it was commonly known, was initially received well but that taxes
were enormously high, and when yields began to decline, some people did not have
enough to eat. The three-stage transfer of collective land to peasant households
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in Quang xã followed successive national legislation: (1) the 1987 Land Law; (2)
the 1988 Resolution 10, also known as Contract 10; and (3) the 1993 Revised
Land law.

24 Households could request specific parcels after the land classification maps were
drawn up, but they were not always satisfied with their allocations. The 1993 Land
Law retained state land ownership in principle but allowed households to lease,
exchange, transfer, inherit, and mortgage their land-use rights.

25 -y Ban Nhân Dân Xã Quang, Báo cáo thzc hiGn, 1993.
26 Women in some villages in the Red River delta did not get their full allocation

of land, nor were they issued titles in their own rather than their husband’s names.
Further, women heads of household in some villages were allotted poorer, less
fertile pieces of land. There were reports in the 1990s that poor women with unpaid
debts to the agricultural cooperative did not receive their full allocation or for-
feited their right to receive land until their debts had been repaid. Some reports
have claimed that discrimination against women resulted from the patriarchal 
attitudes of xã land committees dominated by men.

27 As explained by one of the hamlet chiefs, before 1xi MSi land was “cheap” and
much easier to obtain for setting up a new household (tách hI).

28 Although according to one of the hamlet chiefs, many families were planting two
crops of rice and were starting to experiment with a winter crop of vegetables.

29 This was in line with the Hanoi Municipal Communist Party’s program of rural
development, which urged its agricultural villages to diversify agricultural pro-
duction, both to raise incomes and produce a variety of products that could be
sold in the urban market. The program also focused on infrastructure improve-
ments including schools and clinics, achieving Cap II educational level, develop-
ing rural industry and services, and solving environmental problems (see PhAm
Thb DuyGt).

30 The xã was also trying to incorporate a state complex of factories and residences
just across the river into its administrative boundaries to increase its population
and tax base. This area included a paint factory and an engineering works and
comprised 489 households (2,447 people). Xã residents had been employed in these
factories for decades and there had been longstanding social and marital ties between
the two communities.

31 Historically, xã residents were peasant farmers. According to the 1921 census,
only 11 families out of 345 were identified as traders (ngOXi buôn bán), with the
others listed as “cultivators.”

32 Data is for 1995. Out of 215 households, 67 were agricultural households, 17 were
wage-earning households, and 131 were mixed households.

33 -y Ban Nhân Dân Xã Quang, Báo cáo tình hình, 1995.
34 In fact, 20 percent of Quang xã’s fields appeared to be farmed by migrants from

other provinces, according to officials to whom I spoke.
35 Under optimal weather conditions: enough rain and no flooding.
36 After taxes were deducted, about 800–900 kg thóc was left, barely enough to feed

a family of five for a year.
37 A good plowman could work 5–7 mku in one season depending on the strength

of the buffalo, and get around 2,500,000 .ing ($250). One mku comprises 36 sào.
38 Several plenums following the Congress focused on rural development, including

the 5th Plenum (June 3–11, 1993), which adopted the goal of ending rural poverty
by 2000 by diversifying the rural economy and stemming rural migration into the
cities, which Secretary General 1n MOXi termed “leave the fields, but not the
villages” (see 1n MOXi).

39 Household survey; data is for 1995. $282 equaled 3,110,084 .ing, and $332 equaled
3,652,680 .ing. By way of comparison, average per capita expenditures for all of
Vietnam in 1993 was $100, according to Socialist Republic of Vietnam (-y Ban
Kb HoAch Nhà NOSc/Txng CEc Thdng Kê).
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40 Based on my analysis of 20 households, plus their completed questionnaires from
the household survey.

41 -y Ban Nhân Dân Xã Quang, Báo cáo tình hình, 1995. The xã’s report does not
specify on how many households its figures were based. The xã’s socio-economic
classification in its 1996 annual report reflected common conceptions of wealth
and poverty: rich (giàu), well-off (khá), middle-level or average (trung bình), lack-
ing (kém), and poor (nghèo).

42 Similarly inflated production figures had been strategies to obtain more assistance
during the subsidized era (thXi gian bao cap).

43 A number of economists argue that the household economy was a significant 
feature of the early 1xi MSi economy in Vietnam as a whole. Melanie Beresford
notes the importance of household production (both rural and urban) during the
early 1xi MSi years in terms of employment and percentage of GDP (Beresford
79). Vijverberg and Haughton argue that non-farm household enterprises 
were crucial to the transition period “before the formal sector dominates,” 
with one-fourth of all adults working in such enterprises in 1998 in combination
with farming or another occupation (Vijverberg and Haughton 96, 124). Ronnas
concurs that domestic enterprises were important to the first decade of 1xi 
MSi.

44 Other mass associations in the xã included the Old Persons’ Association, the
Committee of Retired People, the Red Cross Association, and the Gardeners’
Association.

45 Girls’ enrollment in Cap II generally averaged around 90 percent of boys’ enrollment
in the first decade of 1xi MSi, although it fell to 77 percent in 1995–1996, accord-
ing to figures given to me by the principal of the school. However, graduation
rates were high, from 90 to 100 percent.

46 The Good People, Good Work, and Repay Moral Debts campaigns were cited
by PhAm Thb DuyGt, party secretary of the Hanoi Municipal Party as important
mass association programs in the rural development plans of the municipality.

47 See HIi Liên HiGp PhE N# Xã Quang; HIi Liên HiGp PhE N# ViGt Nam, Hai
mONi.

48 Family planning decisions were not always made by married women themselves,
given the pressure to have male children. When discussing women’s marital
rights, hamlet chief Mrs. San said that in her view, “women have to accept the
desires of their husbands.” Vietnam issued a new population and family planning
policy in 1988, with an upper limit of two children per family, relying on educa-
tional and non-coercive methods. At the local level, the People’s Committees, mass
associations such as the Women’s Association, and health clinics had the respons-
ibility for monitoring and reducing population growth. In 1989 the population
growth rate was between 2.2–2.4 percent per year; in 1990, the government’s goal
was to reduce this to 1.7 percent. See V> Quí Nhàn; PhAm Bích San.

49 Gammeltoft rightly points out that reproductive policy was tied to a discourse
of “happy families,” but this new vision of the family was linked to both the pro-
duction and reproductive goals of the state.

50 This was part of the Repay Moral Debts (1gn Nn .áp ngh<a) campaign. Mass
associations not only had their own activities but were responsible for carrying
out the party’s policies in general.

51 In my 1996 couples’ survey, 369 out of 440 husbands and wives said that equality
had already been achieved. The question asked was: “In your opinion, what is
the position (vC trí ) of women compared to men in the countryside today? higher,
equal (bình .png), or lower?”

52 The widespread division in the conception of gender equality into social equality and
equality in the family is based on a Confucian division of social units. The Confucian
social system comprises the individual, the family, the state, and the world, and
the Confucian ideal is to achieve harmony among these levels by “perfecting” each
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of them (tu thân, tg gia, trC qudc, bình thiên hA: self-formation, serve the family,
govern the country, and pacify the world).

53 HIi Liên HiGp PhE N# ViGt Nam, Hai mONi.
54 Socialist Republic of Vietnam, Constitutions.
55 See, for instance, V> Khiêu.
56 Women symbolize Vietnamese national identity as opposed not only to the 

West but also to China. It is the non-Chinese and Southeast Asian attributes of
the Vietnamese family, Vietnamese culture, and the role of women that often emerges
in official studies of Vietnamese tradition or culture. For Vietnam, the Other is
often a historically constructed Han China. Vietnamese cultural historians have
argued that Vietnamese popular culture “resisted” Chinese Confucianism. The role
played by women in the family, economy, and society was an important element
in their conception of the uniqueness of Vietnamese civilization and culture. As
such, popular culture has been interpreted as being more Southeast Asian than
Sinic. Historically speaking, not only was women’s position much higher than it
was in China, but women in Vietnam took primary responsibility for maintain-
ing their family’s wealth (while also contributing to it), giving them an important
voice in family affairs. See Phan NgDc for an exposition of this view.

57 It appeared that military veterans who had served in the American war were favored
members of the xã party cell; in one such case known to the author, a veteran
who was unusually active in a number of businesses in the xã that required licenses
from the local government, and perhaps party protection, was a party member.
On the other hand, having spent many years in the military, this individual had
received training and exposure to the outside world that undoubtedly aided his
business skills. The abuse of official connections in the xã was acknowledged in
a 1996 xã Veterans’ Association report that remarked “some members were tak-
ing advantage of loopholes in economic contracts to gain unjustified profits at
the expense of the people’s land resources” (HIi Czu Chibn Binh Xã Quang).
Illegal land sales by municipal party officials in Quang xã were also mentioned
in a letter accusing the municipal party head PhAm Thb DuyGt of corruption that
was sent to Lê Kh5 Phiêu, Secretary General of the Party, in 1998 by “senior
revolutionaries in the party.” Doãn Nhân 1Ao and ten other signatories, “Letter
from the Hearts to Improve the Party” (Hanoi May 1, 1998), http://www.fva.org/
0898story04.htm, accessed December 10, 1998. This letter does not directly
implicate Quang xã officials, however.

58 See Nguyln Kh%c TrOXng for a vivid fictional account of lineage politics in the
Red River delta.

59 Several of the xã’s lineages had ancient roots, according to their representatives.
Historically, some lineages may have dominated the present-day thôn, but by the
1990s, each thôn contained five or more lineages. Based on current evidence, it
was difficult to deduce whether the original settlements in the thôn or the xã were
lineage-based or not, despite the fact that some lineages were more numerically
prominent than others in some of the thôn.

60 These heads were also senior cadres in the xã. It was impossible to compile a 
lineage profile of the xã based on the Civil Register because married women’s
lineages were not identifiable by name alone. Although married women continued
to use their own names, women usually had the middle name of ThC, such as 
Nguyln ThC Nga, obscuring their lineage membership in, for instance, the Nguyln
1/ng or the Nguyln Duy lineage. Men, on the other hand, carried the full lineage
patronym.

61 The famous Chu lineage gia ph5 was of recent origin (1902) and fragmentary when
I asked about it. Its major gaps are due to some branches’ evidently being forced
to change their name to Nguyln in the eighteenth century. Nonetheless, the eldest
living male claimed the lineage went back 26 generations. The Chu lineage, based
in V/n thôn, had 251 members in 1996.
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62 See Nguyln Tùng.
63 I attended two engagement parties and one wedding party while working in 

the xã. At the wedding, the bride, who had been chauffeured in a car to her new
in-laws’ house, wore a long, white wedding dress. During the ceremony, she 
kowtowed in front of her husband’s ancestral altar and performed other rites to
initiate her into her new family. New practices were also observed by Krowolski;
also see Malarney 216.

64 HIi Czu Chibn Binh Xã Quang; Phan 1ai DoAn, “Vg dòng hD”. As for the link-
age between veterans and the revival of lineage organizations, Phan 1Ai Doãn
notes that veterans, state cadres, and educated members of society have all been
active in reviving lineage and family networks in the north. Phan 1ai DoAn, “Vg
dòng hD” and “Tìm hivu”. The current lineage revival, however, differs from past
lineage practices. Lineage organizations today rely on cash contributions rather
than worship land (hONng hoa) for their ritual activities. Also, lineages do not
always designate the eldest patriarch (trO[ng tIc) as head of the lineage organi-
zation; other senior males can assume this position, including those in junior
branches. Lineage meetings and ceremonies also assemble kin from near and far,
whereas in the past, clans tended to reside in the same thôn or xã.

65 Both conventions were xã-wide rules, that is, written at the level of the xã. In
both conventions, the “khao vDng” banquet, which important men hosted, entailed
an elaborate set of rules. The khao vDng banquet, held in the .ình, could com-
memorate a local official appointment, a candidate’s successful examination results,
or the appointment to a mandarin post for a member of one’s lineage. Male officials
were initiated into their ranks and hence social position by virtue of this banquet.
If the banquet were not held, a man could not attain the prestige his position
entailed. Women and certain classes of men were not permitted access to this rank-
ing and honorific system and consequently held no special social status.

66 Xã Quang, Quy OSc Làng V/n Hoá, January 1998. The People’s Committee organ-
ized a public meeting to discuss the new rules and then instructed all the thôn
to do the same, approving and publishing the rules in 1998, after they had been
approved by the district. One of the History Committee members was a former
ch9 tCch who had served 11 years (2 terms). Official representations of the xã’s
history and traditions were part of the state’s general approach to narrate the
lessons of the past, as will be discussed in Chapter 5.

67 Quang xã has two tutelary deities, one housed in the .ình near the People’s
Commitee offices and the other in a temple at the far end of the xã. Before 1945,
women were not allowed access to the .ình, the sacred and political center of the
xã. In the 1990s, when the xã started to use the .ình for meetings, albeit in a
much-reduced capacity compared to the past, women cadres sat on floor mats
just like men. The .ình was built in 1765.

68 Vasavakul 75.

        



3 State Discourses and the
Family Household

The objective of women’s emancipation today is to improve women’s 
material and spiritual life and their social position, and to enforce gender 
equality. It consists in helping them build prosperous, equality, progressive
and happy families. It also consists in helping Vietnamese women to be healthy,
well-educated, kind-hearted, dynamic, and enterprising citizens who know how
to enrich themselves legitimately and who are concerned about the interests
of society and the community as a whole. The cause of the emancipation of
women and the mobilization of women are the responsibility of the Party,
the State, and the mass organizations, the whole society, and each family.
[The objective of Program 1 is to] create jobs for women, care for their liveli-
hood and health, guarantee their work security and social insurance, and defend
their interests . . . so that women can fulfill their two functions, namely social
labor and bearing children and raising them.1

In the 1990s, given the economic agenda of 1xi MSi, the household had
assumed a vital development function full of nationalist significance. Local
officials in Quang xã pinned their hopes for prosperity on the household eco-
nomy and the industriousness of its members. While the kinship system 
in the xã was decidedly patrilineal, the state focused its attention on the 
household and the conjugal couple because of their value to the develop-
ment agenda. Women as the target of state goals and programs therefore
continued to have public and economic significance despite the return of the
household to a more independent status. The national Women’s Union spelled
out the goals for women in 1992:

– improve [women’s] knowledge with regard to economic management,
credit, new techniques regarding crops, livestock, traditional handicrafts,
housework (n# công gia chánh), and social services.

– improve [women’s] knowledge and experience in organizing their fam-
ily life, family planning, raising children, maintaining their health, and
maintaining family happiness in order to build stable families.

[ . . . ]
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– family planning is the work of all of society and especially the respons-
ibility of women and the Women’s Association, because the future and
happiness of all the people, above all the future happiness of women,
depends on it.2

The 1xi MSi family was thus linked to a discourse of modernity derived
from the reproductive and development goals of the state and was based 
on the idea that the Vietnamese family would achieve “happiness” (hAnh phúc)
by following state policies. The main slogan for the 1xi MSi era, “Rich 
population, strong country, an equitable and civilized society” (dân giàu, nOSc
mAnh, xã hIi công b&ng, v/n minh), was portrayed as a function of economic
growth and planned parenthood. The image of the “happy, small family”
was one of the more prominent subject categories promoted by the 1xi MSi
state. A huge banner in red letters with the 1xi MSi slogan hung above the
dais in the second-floor meeting hall of the xã’s central office. The 1xi MSi
state’s focus on the household thus underscored the importance of women
as producers and reproducers.

At the same time, however, starting in the early 1990s, the state took a
series of initiatives to strengthen the family as a bulwark against the disin-
tegrative effects of market change, which was linked to a broader campaign
to stem cultural “pollution” coming from “noxious” “social evils.”3 The state
and party renewed its efforts to “emancipate women” in the context of pre-
serving “the traditional family” in the face of pernicious influences coming
from the West. Women in the family were the focus of these family and cul-
tural campaigns because they were the “most efficient link in family culture:
they are the soul of the family and the warm sentimental fire of the family.”4

Women’s new roles in the household and the 1xi MSi state’s pro-family
policies thus meant that family relationships had became more important
than in the socialist or wartime past in shaping gender dynamics. Family 
relations in Quang xã were now mediated by both the market and the 
state but also tied to the existing kinship structure and patterns of family
behavior. The 1xi MSi state’s new emphasis on the household and the 
family therefore made it particularly important to my project to investigate
the actual function and form of the household and the role of kinship 
and how these affected structures of hierarchy in the family. To do so, I 
examined the xã’s household structure and residential features, kinship and
marital patterns, and family headships, as well as gendered work practices
and their associated discourses. As we shall see, the family exhibited many
patriarchal features, although mitigating factors gave women more power
than is often assumed.

Pro-Family State Discourses

The first decade of 1xi MSi was marked by official concerns that the family
was in serious decline and that family “traditions” were being eroded by the
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market economy and the opening to the outside world. Government pub-
lications and the state-controlled media carried stories about stresses and 
strains on families due to their new economic responsibilities, undesirable
influences coming from the outside world, and the temptations and greed
associated with making money. The 1xi MSi media took a particularly keen
interest in family affairs in the 1990s, while women’s publications publicized
sources of conflicts (mâu thukn) in the family, airing urgent debates about the
“modern” family. The media prompted discussions about unstable families,
marital discord, and juvenile delinquency and offered advice on how to solve
these problems.

Following the 7th Party Congress (1992), the state mounted a campaign
to promote “cultured families” in order to preserve Vietnam’s finest “national
traditions.” Cultured families would uphold traditional Vietnamese values and
customs, educate the young in ethics, and guard against alien cultural influ-
ences.5 As Lê Kh5 Phiêu, secretary general of the Communist Party, put it,

Social evils are on the increase, both in urban and rural areas, eroding
the cultural traditions and good customs and practices of our nation.
The 5th Plenum of the Party Central Committee has pointed out that,
along with the improvement of the material conditions, it is necessary to
develop the cultural and spiritual life of peasants, to resolve social prob-
lems in rural areas and in the whole country, to promote an advanced
Vietnamese culture imbued with national identity. The Vietnam Father-
land Front, the Vietnamese Peasants Association, along with all other
mass organizations, should well carry out the movement “Let the whole
people unite in the building of a cultural life.” It is necessary to build
cultural households, cultural villages, and village conventions on the 
basis of the law of the State; to organize various forms of entertainment
clubs, to promote cultural traditions of the nation and the good customs
and practices of localities, to promote a new style of life; to eliminate
bad customs and superstitions; to organize cultural, artistic, literary, and
sport movements to draw peasants’ participation; to make rural areas
increasingly richer and more civilized.6

The Social Evils campaign, efforts to stem the “disintegration of the family,”
and cultured families were linked patriarchal state discourses anchored in
narratives of loss – of culture, tradition, and morality – which Communist
Party ideologues used to assert their control over the party in the mid-1990s.
These discourses signaled a shift from revolutionary discourses geared toward
fighting external enemies to authoritarian discourses that focused on internal
enemies, such as social deviants obliquely identified with the “depraved” 
culture of the former Saigon regime. The revolutionary metanarrative of
national identity, rooted in a discourse of rural and communal belonging, was
no longer relevant to the ideological needs of the new age and economic real-
ities of 1xi MSi. Hence the search for something else to take its place.7
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According to the new discourse, “new culture families” would stem the
spread of noxious culture coming from abroad and “enhance the knowledge
of the aesthetic sense of the people.”8 The cultured family was defined as
exemplifying “family harmony” (gia .ình hòa thuFn), implementing family
planning, strengthening solidarity with neighbors, and fulfilling the obliga-
tions of citizens.9 Further, an “advanced national culture,” the backdrop to
this campaign, was seen as essential to ensuring social stability. In Lê Kh5
Phiêu’s words, “In the present context, culture is even more closely linked
to social stability, to national security, to the nation, with a need to develop
the material and cultural life of society.”10

In addition to the Cultured Family campaign, the state also began to voice
concerns that 1xi MSi was posing a threat to the multi-generational family,
particularly the three-generational family. Officials sounded alarms that 
the decollectivization of land and the market economy were accelerating 
the spread of nuclear households at the expense of the residential three-
generational family unit. According to a government source, the rate of 
growth in nuclear families was outstripping that of population growth.11 This
seemed to augur a trend found in Western countries where the elderly no
longer lived with their children. Given the state’s dependence on the family
to provide for the elderly, this alarming trend garnered national attention.
TrONng M( Hoa, president of the Vietnamese Women’s Union, suggested in
1996 that this trend indicated that the family was in a state of crisis (bibn
.Ing). While acknowledging that nuclear families promoted greater equality
between men and women, TrONng M( Hoa also argued that nuclearization
did not bode well for taking care of elderly parents, raising children, and
solving common economic problems.12

During the revision of the Law on Marriage and the Family in the
National Assembly in 2000, heated debates about the multi-generational 
family took place. Some delegates proposed a new provision, Article 49, 
which stated that “the State encourages the maintenance and development
of the multi-generational family, with the aim of preserving and promoting
the fine traditions of the Vietnamese family.” Another new proposal, Article
35, on the responsibilities of children towards their parents, stated that 
children needed to “listen hard” (l%ng nghe) to their parents, meaning to 
obey them. This language was ridiculed by other delegates, who said it was
inappropriate for adult children, suggesting the language be softened to nghe
theo – “listen and follow.”13 The final text included both new provisions, as
follows:

Article 35: Obligations and rights of children. Children have the duty 
to love, respect, and demonstrate gratitude and piety [hibu th5o] toward
their parents, listen hard [l%ng nghe] to their good counsel, and preserve
the good traditions and prestige of their families. Children are obliged
and entitled to care for and support their parents. Children are strictly
forbidden to ill-treat, persecute, or dishonor their parents.
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Article 49: Relations among family members. Co-residing family
members are obliged to care for and help one another, and sustain and
contribute their labor, money, and other property to maintain their fam-
ily livelihood in proportion to their individual income and capability.
All family members are entitled to mutual care and help from other 
family members. Their legitimate rights and interests are respected and
protected by law. The State encourages and creates the conditions for
all generations in the family to care for and help one another in order
to preserve and promote the fine traditions of the Vietnamese family.14

While some state officials called for the preservation of the traditional 
family, others suggested that the family needed to adapt to the modern era.
The work of Lê Thi, an important academic official in charge of state-funded
research on women and the family in Hanoi, offered an officially acceptable
view of the tensions confronting the 1xi MSi family. Examining the merits
of both the traditional and modern forms of the family, she argued that the
family always transmitted Vietnamese national culture (primarily through
women) and that under 1xi MSi, the family provided a refuge for raising
children in a time of economic uncertainty and instability. Therefore the 
family had a very important role to play in social policy. Families provided
social stability, psychological and moral support for both adults and chil-
dren, and important social services, especially given the loss of the social safety
net formerly provided by the state, while they also played a significant role
in the economic development of the country.15

Nonetheless, in her view, the Vietnamese family needed to adopt certain
features of the modern model, particularly in terms of the way they conducted
their internal affairs. Here Lê Thi made a forceful argument that women needed
to be “emancipated” in modern families. Such families showed concern for
wives’ individual happiness and followed a “civilized” way of life. Individual
happiness meant that women should not be needlessly sacrificed in the name
of the family but that their own self-development must be addressed. Their
individual interests also needed to be taken into account. Modern families
needed to foster a sense of independence and creativity on the part of both
husbands and wives, who needed to have the requisite knowledge, fortitude,
and initiative to confront and contribute to the market economy. In Lê Thi’s
view, family “democracy” was essential to the 1xi MSi family because it 
was the only way women’s maturity and self-confidence could be developed.
Wives needed to be able to participate in making decisions with their hus-
bands, who could no longer rule the household arbitrarily. Modern families
prioritized love between spouses and equal education and inheritance for boys
and girls, limited the number of children they had and respected children’s
rights. Lê Thi strongly criticized rigidly patriarchal families as well as those
that allowed adult men to elude their financial, ethical, and parental respons-
ibilities. But, in her view, the 1xi MSi family also had to accommodate the
needs of the elderly, and she cautiously advocated the three-generation 
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family. Modern families thus combined the best of both worlds: they observed
filial piety towards parents, promoted high ethical standards, and raised their
children to contribute to society, but they needed to be also based on love
and mutual faithfulness between spouses. Therefore, on balance, the state
needed to manage both the modern and the traditional features of the family,
keeping both in balance.16

What is striking about these state discourses is their shift from viewing
gender equality in terms of social equity to seeing it as a function of rela-
tions within the family. As we have seen, in the pre-1xi MSi era, women’s
equality was almost exclusively defined in terms of social equality rather 
than in terms of individual relations between men and women in the family.
Under 1xi MSi, state equality discourses began to shift from conceptions
of social equality in the public realm to new definitions of equality in the
family, which included a blend of traditional and modern prescriptions 
of gender relations. While the state had always viewed “the emancipation of
women” through the prism of its own goals and agenda, this was the first
time that “equality” began to include gender relations within the family. 
The new discourse of “liberating women in the family” carried specific
definitions of women’s equality. It was based on what was deemed to be 
women’s individual interests, personal development, and economic needs, 
while improving their cultural awareness, furthering their education and 
technical training, and improving their skills in household management, 
and supporting their efforts to care for children and the elderly.17 Child care 
was thus still assumed to be primarily women’s responsibility; very rarely
did state discourses refer to the need for husbands to share housework with
their wives. Relations between wives and husbands were a topic of concern,
however, as wives were urged to become fuller partners with their hus-
bands in household decision-making.18 Official state discourses abounded with
paeans to improving women’s happiness and their quality of life without 
referring to women’s rights or to improving their standing in the family as
ways to achieve these goals.

The state’s prescriptions of gender equality, therefore, began to take a
broader view to include relations within the family. This reflected a subtle
shift from viewing women’s emancipation as “the woman question” to 
linking women to issues of the family.19 As Lê Thi and others pointed out,
the state could no longer ignore nor deny that relations within the family
affected the overall equation of gender equality, which was no longer merely
a question of social equity. If gender equality now extended to the realm 
of the family, patently unequal relations between men and women in the 
family could not be ignored. When pressed, state officials responsible for 
women’s issues were forced to admit that the state was less interested in 
actual gender equality than in families that practiced “family equality.”20

“Equality families” were meant to be “progressive,” “happy,” and “prosperous”
(no am), meaning they needed to develop their family economy and increase
their incomes. Further, “equality families” did not mean abandoning hierarchy
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in the family, as TrONng M( Hoa, the president of the national Women’s
Union, elaborated in 1994:

we need to reject the mistaken idea that equality means not maintain-
ing family hierarchies (tôn ti trFt tz), and that everything in the family
should be equally shared, etc. Building equality families means contin-
uing the good aspects of the Vietnamese family from previous times until
now: [“]inferiors show respect; superiors show patience[”], harmony, and
loyalty.21

TrONng M( Hoa’s statement demonstrated the inherent contradiction in the
1xi MSi state’s policies of gender equality and promoting the equality family.

Kinship and Household Structure in Quang Xã

While it was clear the 1xi MSi state was promoting conservative family 
values after decades of revolutionary discourse, I found no evidence that the
family in Quang xã was disintegrating or in the throes of crisis or profound
change. The family in fact seemed remarkably robust and reinvigorated 
as a result of the market reforms. Comparing current data to that from the
colonial censuses of 1921 and 1926 indicated that household structure had
remained stable over the course of the twentieth century, as discussed below.
In the 1990s, the kinship system was patrilineal, although deeper examina-
tion of the structure and inner dynamics of actual families showed that 
they were in fact quite complex and fluid and involved complementary and
mitigating forms and forces that gave women more power than was often
evident or assumed. Chief among these was the preference for a kin-defined
“small family” residential unit within a broader patrilineal system. The mar-
ket economy and state cultural policies had reinvigorated certain aspects 
of male familial authority, while women’s economic roles in the household,
as delineated in Chapter 2 and discussed further in Chapter 4, gave them
financial and economic leverage. At the same time, I found that conceptions
about the sexual division of labor in the family were highly gendered.

“Family” in Quang xã had many layers of meaning: it could mean the
large extended family represented by the lineage (dòng hD) or the small family
(gia .ình nh8), and the small family could be a separate residential, neo-local
unit or part of a multi-unit household. One’s family could thus include 
not only one’s immediate family, but all of one’s paternal and maternal kin.
People in Quang xã referred to the family (gia .ình) as both patrilineal and
matrilineal kin related through marriage and bloodlines. The family and house-
hold (hI) were interrelated, although not necessarily co-terminous. One
family could comprise one or more households. The family as household 
was also a social and economic unit (.Nn vC kinh tb, xã hIi) recognized and
legitimized by the state, as discussed in Chapter 2. Statist features of the 
family were thus articulated through the household. However, family and
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household came together in the 1xi MSi term “family household” (hI gia
.ình), which reflected both its kinship and statist features.

The family household (hI gia .ình) was the family unit that, in its most
basic sense, ate together (/n chung). Eating together implied living in the same
household, making common decisions, pooling labor and income, and func-
tioning as one unit. Apart from this, however, the household took all sorts
of configurations. Household composition in Quang xã was rarely fixed and
was affected by many factors. When a married son and his wife left his parental
household, they may literally have lived next door, in an attached house 
separated by little more than a wall. But they no longer ate together, and
decisions were made and work was usually done separately. On the other hand,
a household could comprise several separate residential units in which all the
family members pooled their income and shared a common economy.

In Quang xã, I found that pooling labor and income was a less reliable
indicator of what constituted a household than eating together. Labor, 
especially fieldwork, was often pooled across different kinds of households.
Income came into and was managed on a separate household basis, but 
non-cash economic resources and cross-household transfers complicated
this equation.22 Eating together implied functioning as a common unit and
making decisions together.23 When residents referred to /n riêng, or eating
separately, what they usually meant was that the family unit had its own
separate finances, although it may have lived under the same roof with another
unit. In general, a household was a unit that ate together, slept in the same
house, pooled its income, and budgeted together, or as it is expressed in
Vietnamese, “shares an economy.” Residence and labor may have been shared,
but if revenue, rice, and meals were separate, a household was considered a
separate unit.

The kinship system in Quang xã was patrilineal, but actual residential 
patterns favored small, neo-local residential units at the expense of large
extended families.24 The most common form of household residence in the xã
in the 1990s was the neo-local household. According to the household sur-
vey conducted by this study, 52 percent of all households in the 1990s were
composed of a couple and their unmarried children, or a single parent with
children. The large extended family was a rarity. Only 10 percent of house-
holds comprised three or more units or four generations living together. Of
these, only 15 (out of 215) were characterized by two brothers who lived
together in the same house with their wives and children.

Patrilineality was observed in the form of three-generation and patrilocal
residential patterns, preference for sons, and descent and inheritance through
the father’s line. Regardless of the residence type, patrilineal inheritance 
was almost always the rule. The family house and residential land would 
be inherited by the son who continued to live with his parents and would
pass it on to one of his sons. Although rice land (ruIng .at) was not
officially inheritable at the time of the study, residential land was. Families
practiced partible inheritance for residential land (which included a garden
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plot and large courtyard), by which parents tried to follow an equal divi-
sion of assets to sons, although the son who planned to live with them would
get more.

Patrilineality was also practiced in the widespread, if not numerically 
dominant, practice of patrilocality, in which newlyweds moved into the 
husband’s family home upon marriage. This was called following the hus-
band (theo ching); the young bride was called a child daughter-in-law (con
dâu), placing her on a clearly subordinate footing with her mother-in-law.25

Early fertility was strongly encouraged in the village, where it was seen as a
filial obligation, thereby cementing the marriage and conferring a sense of
respectability on the daughter-in-law.26 Daughters-in-law were expected to
contribute to the economic resources of their husbands’ families, and it was
anticipated that they and their husbands would eventually provide the chief
labor and income to their households.

Parents almost never lived alone, as they needed a child to take care of
them in their old age. If a couple had two daughters and no sons, they could
have one of their daughters and her husband live with them, a practice known
as con rv. Despite the apparent success of the family planning program in
the xã, some couples who only had daughters kept trying for a son even if
by so doing they incurred penalties from the authorities. Having a son was
preferable to con rv, which depended on a daughter’s husband agreeing to
live with his in-laws.27

Of the 215 households in the household survey (one-fifth of all households
in the xã), 97 followed patrilocal residential patterns. Most were three-
generational and included the husband’s parents, the husband and daughter-
in-law, and children. (For a breakdown of these numbers, see Table 3.l.)

The next large group of households was composed of 104 true neo-local
or nuclear households comprising a couple and their children, which com-
bined with seven single-parent households came to a total of 111 nuclear 
households. These households fit the definition of a nuclear family: living as
a single unit, a two-generational household, and a separate residence. Living
separately here refers to being independent from a multi-unit household that
includes a third generation or multiple siblings.

In Vietnam, a nuclear family (gia .ình hAt nhân) is defined as one that eats
together (/n chung), lives together (sdng chung), has a combined economy
(kinh tb chung), and does not rely on their relatives to keep themselves afloat.
Yet in Quang xã these households did not function entirely like nuclear 
households in Western countries, as they also existed in conjunction with
the pattern of patrilocal residence and the rules guiding the system of patri-
lineal descent.

For instance, married couples in Quang xã did not begin their lives together
in neo-local households but rather lived with the husband’s parents until they
were able to acquire land and build a separate house. When the couple’s chil-
dren started to reach maturity, the cycle was continued as they made plans
to have a son (if they had one) live in the household with his new bride, such
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Table 3.1 Family Structure of Households in Quang Xã

Single-unit households
Neo-Local Two-Generation Number of Households

Husband, wife, and children 104
Single parent and children 7

SUBTOTAL 111

Multi-unit households
Two-Generation Lateral

Brother and family and his older sister and her child 1
Grandparents, 2 sons, 2 daughters-in-law, no children 1
Two brothers and families share a courtyard 2

SUBTOTAL 4

Two- and Three-Generation Patrilocal
Grandparent(s), parents, and children1 56
Grandparent(s), daughter-in-law, and children1 3
Parents, married couple, no children 5
Grandparents, parents, and children with one additional lateral 

unit and either lives together, eats together, or shares economy 4
Neo-local or three-generation patrilocal and shares courtyard 

with parents and/or siblings 6
SUBTOTAL 74

Three-Generation Patrilocal or Mixed Patri-/Matrilocal with Two or 
Three Lateral Units

Grandparents, 2 or 3 sons, daughters-in-law and children 6
Grandparents, son, daughter-in-law and children, and shares 

courtyard with 2 other sons 5
Grandparents, 2 sons, daughters-in-law and children, and 

daughter and her child 2
Grandparents, son, daughter-in-law and children, and daughter, 

son-in-law and children 1
SUBTOTAL 14

Four-Generation Patrilocal
Great-grandparents, grandparents, parents, and children 5

SUBTOTAL 5

MATRILOCAL HOUSEHOLDS
Three-generation: grandparents, daughter, son-in-law, and children 6
Four-generation: great grandmother, grandmother, daughter, 

son-in-law and children 1
SUBTOTAL 7
TOTAL 215

Note
1 Living as a single unit.
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as by adding on a room to the house. Nor did the couple maintain a neo-local
household as they grew old. If they found it difficult to support themselves
alone or if one of them died, they would live with one of their married chil-
dren. If the eldest son and the second child had moved out, leaving only the
third child, a son, the parents would continue to live in the family house with
their youngest son, who would then inherit the family house and land. If the
youngest child was a daughter, when she married and left the household,
arrangements would be made for the elderly parents to live with one of their
sons, which might or might not involve a move. Only in cases where unmar-
ried adult children were still left in the household would the original nuclear
couple continue to live by themselves.

Furthermore, virtually all these nuclear households followed patrilineal 
rules of descent, worshipped the ancestors of the husband’s family line, and
planned to pass inheritance to sons and not to daughters. Sons would inherit
the most valuable family property: the land and the family house. While this
property was sometimes divided among all the children if ample enough, if
scarce, it would be left to the son who ended up taking care of the parents.
The expenses for the cult of the ancestors and family commemoration cere-
monies such as gin/Tbt would also be borne by this son and his family, which
also justified why he and his family inherited the family house.

These households were also different from Western nuclear families in that
there was an integral relationship between the 97 patrilocal three-generational
households and the 111 neo-local households that did not assume respons-
ibility for taking care of Father and Mother. For one thing, these households,
while nominally nuclear, were formed within a larger patrilineal set of practices.
They were nuclear during only part of their household cycle. The household
cycle went from birth to marriage: living with one’s parents and siblings until
marriage, then living with the husband’s parents until the birth of one or
two children. With a growing family, the young family would move out (tách
hI) to establish a new residence until all their children were grown, when 
the couple would either stay with the last child in the family or, if all the
children had established separate households, would choose one of their 
sons to move in with.28 Households thus moved to and from neo-locality to
patrilocality rather simply and with ease.

This transition was facilitated in Quang xã by the process of residential
or household division (tách hI). Nuclear families (parents and young chil-
dren) would live in a family house on a plot of residential land (.at thx cO)
that was usually rearranged or divided in order to prepare for the first son’s
marriage and co-residence when he reached maturity. Because land was so
scarce and rice land was not supposed to be converted to residential land,
families with sons tried to divide their living space into smaller units, some-
what like cell division, to accommodate sons’ residential needs.29 If there was
only one son, the side room in the existing house might be converted into a
separate residence, an extension added to the main house, a side building
converted to a house, or a new house built in the garden or courtyard.
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In Mr. Nguyln H#u Công’s household, for example, the original neo-local
household comprised his wife and himself and their four children, three sons
and a daughter. When their first son married, part of the house was sectioned
off for the new couple’s residence. Their second son married and moved out,
building a new house in the same thôn. Their daughter married and joined
the household of her husband’s parents. The youngest child, a son, still lived
at home with his parents. When their eldest son and his wife had a child,
the residence that had originally housed a couple and their children then housed
a three-generational household, the couple and their last child living on one
side and their first son and his wife and young child living on the other. As
in the case of five of the households studied, the original couple was caring
for either the husband’s or the wife’s parents; with the marriage of one of their
sons, a four-generation unit was formed. Residential and household patterns
in the xã thus formed a kind of residential continuum from separate two-
generation households to shared four-generation households.

Although division could produce a separate household and be registered
as such in the xã, a new household remained part of the original household
in many ways. Two nearby households often shared a common economy 
and budgeted or ate together. Therefore, separation was a relative term. 
Nine households in the sample of 215 provide an illustration. In five of these
cases, separately registered households were contained within a sort of multi-
generational compound grouped around a common courtyard. In these house-
holds, the courtyard was shared with the husband’s or the wife’s parents or
with the husband’s brother and his family or both. While these five house-
holds lived, ate, and budgeted separately, they in fact lived within the same
enclosure, since they shared a common gate into the compound.30

In four other cases, separation was less clear. These all had two family units
living under one roof but did not eat together and had separate economies.
In Mrs. 1Cnh ThC HAnh’s case, for instance, she lived with her 35-year-old
unmarried daughter in the same house as her son and his wife and four 
children. Although the two family units lived under the same roof, they ate
separately and did not share an economy. While these family units were 
registered in the xã separately, they fit into the larger patrilocal pattern.

The nuclear household in Quang xã thus reverted back to the patrilocal
pattern as soon as there was a change in the life cycle of the household.
Independent two-generation families were characteristic of living arrange-
ments of couples during only one cycle of their marriage – when their 
children were growing up and they themselves were in their thirties, forties,
and early fifties. The nuclear household thus represented a stage in the larger
patrilineal system that returned to patrilocality for sons’ marriages and the
care of the elderly. So, while it was true in terms of numbers that neo-local
residence predominated over patrilocal residence, it is more accurate to see
these nuclear households as part of a larger patrilineal system. Neo-local 
households were the norm, but close intergenerational relations in the xã
remained strong.
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It was very rare to find single persons or even a husband and wife living
alone. An older person registered as living alone was likely to have a relative
living very near by. In no instance did a couple whose children were grown
maintain a separate household; they lived with one of their children. Thirty
women in the xã were single and had never married, 20 of whom were single
mothers.31 My household survey included five cases of single mothers with
their children who lived by themselves or with their own parents. These women
included divorcées and single, never-married mothers. I found general accept-
ance of one much-discussed case of single motherhood, that of Ms. Hoàng
ThC Chiêm, who had been engaged to be married when her fiancé was killed
in a motorbike accident while distributing their engagement party invitations.
After discovering she was pregnant, she considered an abortion but her fiancé’s
parents encouraged her to have the child, saying they would raise it, and her
own parents said it was her decision to make. Ms. Chiêm gave birth to a
daughter and decided to live with her parents; her fiancé’s parents visited
her frequently and continued to help her. She said she did not intend to marry.

On the whole, divorce rates were low in the xã, but women without 
husbands either lived alone or moved back into their natal households with
their young children. Typically, a divorce settlement would divide the chil-
dren between the parents, although a mother would never be deprived of all
her children unless she was deemed unfit. There were a number of cases of
daughters-in-law who continued to live with their husband’s parents in the
absence of their husbands.32 There were very few cases of people not related
to one another who lived with one another; in one such case known to the
writer, the non-relative had been adopted as close kin.

In a deviation from the patrilocal model, seven out of the 215 households
in the sample were matrilocal residences. These included six instances of 
con rv, sons-in-law living in a daughter’s parents’ household, and one four-
generation matrilocal household. Con rv is an ancient practice in Vietnam
that continues to the current time. The exception to the rule of daughters
marrying out of their natal households when they marry, it only occurs when
a couple has daughters and no sons. Inheritance in these households will pass
to the daughters because there are no sons, but if there are grandsons in the
third generation, they will inherit the family property.

Patrilineality thus found strong expression in Quang xã, though it was 
balanced by a pattern of neo-local residence that served to mitigate a fully
patriarchal system. In daily practice, the system favored small units. Although
three-generation patrilocal households with the husband’s parents, husband
and wife, and children usually formed a single unit, in some of these house-
holds the grandparents ate separately from the parents and their children.
Moreover, in 30 of the 38 multi-unit households, the extended family almost
always broke up into smaller units for separate meals. Two or more sub-units
may have lived under one roof, but they either used separate kitchens or 
maintained separate eating schedules.
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The prevalence of neo-local households in the xã showed that small family
residence was preferred over the compound family. Even when a family was
listed as a large extended family in the Civil Register, a visit to the house-
hold often revealed that the small families had separated out and were living
in their own. Registration data therefore was not always consistent with actual
living arrangements.33 Sub-units of larger multi-unit households were also
called small families (gia .ình nh8) in the xã. Therefore, this terminology
included both nuclear families or units in multi-unit households. This usage
of “small family” reflected the prevailing view that the most basic family unit
in the xa was that of a husband and wife (v} ching) and their children. In
a small-family household, the couple is known as husband/wife (v}/ching)
and addressed by the outside world as such. In a multi-generational house-
hold, the same husband/wife become the children (con) of their parents. In
this sense, the building blocks of all families were small families, which occurred
in virtually all households in the xã.

The conception of the gia .ình nh8 as the most fundamental unit of 
the family underscored the importance of the complementary relationship
between the marital couple.34 In the small family, husband and wife shared
the primary responsibility for their own family in terms of its economic liveli-
hood and raising their own children. In these households, both husbands and
wives saw themselves as full economic partners, with equal responsibility for
sustaining their own family unit. Since marital endogamy was very high in
the xã (as shown below), chances were they had chosen each other as life
partners. A number of young wives I interviewed told me that they and their
husbands planned to set up their own household and live as a separate unit
when it became economically feasible.

The majority of older women interviewed, all of whom had married chil-
dren, also said they preferred separate household residences for their children’s
families, for practical, economic, and psychological reasons. Mrs. PhAm ThC
Hai, 60 years old and a former midwife, said young married couples should
learn how to live on their own to become more independent and work harder.
As such, they would enjoy greater “freedom.” Mrs. Hi ThC DiGu, a 70-year-
old farmer, claimed that small-family residence required young couples to
make decisions for themselves and therefore ensured more equanimity 
and less fractious relationships among adult siblings and thereby promoted 
solidarity (.oàn kbt) among siblings. Mrs. Bùi ThC Ngân, a state irrigation
worker who raised flowers on the side, voiced this opinion:

Nowadays, after a time, almost all the children who get married want
to live separately; naturally you have to let them. But if they want to
live separately and if they have the means, then they should buy land.
I will give [my sons] money for land, but if I don’t have the money, I
won’t. There are very few cases of brothers’ families sharing one roof
[in this xã ].
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Women had more influence and power in the small family, especially in neo-
local residences, compared to women living with their husband’s parents. In
this case, some wives tried to keep their small family separate. This meant
keeping their finances separate, eating separately, and making their own 
decisions without reference to their elders. If they ate together, discussions
about household matters usually ended with the older couple’s wishes taking
precedence. Most husbands’ parents insisted on controlling all matters, includ-
ing family finances, and expected a contribution from the young couple. Young
married couples living with the husband’s parents typically gave a large 
portion or all of their waged earnings to his mother.

Mrs. 1inh ThC HONng, head of one of the thôn and the sister-in-law 
of Ch9 TCch Thành, as well as a skilled farmer, described her own family 
situation:

When my husband and I got married, we lived with my husband’s 
parents for 10 years, serving the big family. We didn’t have our own
separate economy. What we produced or earned went into the common
fund. In this xã, if the daughter-in-law is a good worker and is very 
conscientious (vat v5), her labor can support many people in the house-
hold. Her husband’s siblings, for instance, may be lazy and very happy
to live off the fruits of her hard labor in the fields. When we decided to
set up our own household, we had nothing, but we built our own house,
and now life is much better.

When a group of nine daughters-in-law watched and discussed the film My
Husband’s Mother, as discussed in Chapter 5, several respondents claimed that
eating separately reduced conflicts in the family. One daughter-in-law said,

When we eat separately, we can do our work as we please, but if we 
eat together, our parents will give us work to do (phân công), and if 
we do not satisfy them, troubles arise. Eating separately avoids a lot of
disagreements.

Xã officials told me that the Land Law had spurred household division as
couples hurried to marry in order to qualify for their rice land allocation.
Yet, as the preceding discussion has shown, given the scarcity of residential
land, new households often cropped up inside the compound of one family,
with older parents, siblings, and married children of both sexes and their
spouses living side by side, in various combinations. This, along with the new
sources of income available to young people who wished to set up their own
households, contributed to the many factors affecting household division or
aggregation. Although I was unable to determine which of these variations
was the trend in Quang xã, national officials responsible for family welfare
firmly believed that 1xi MSi had inexorably set household division or
nuclearization in motion, as discussed above.
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Kinship and Marital Relationships

Marriage in the xã was endogamous, that is, most couples who married were
born in the xã. Data from the Civil Register indicated that 88 percent of
married men were born in the xã, compared to 81 percent of women.35 Studies
have shown that endogamy is high in other villages in the delta as well.36

Marital endogamy enhanced the position and status of women in Quang 
xã. A young married woman’s kin lived either in the same or a nearby thôn,
and she was in almost daily contact with them. Even though women were
thought of as “belonging to their husband’s family” (con gái thuIc vg nhà
ching), they maintained strong filial and economic ties with their own families.
The major clans were represented in most of the thôn and it appeared that
there was considerable intermarriage between them. Women kept their own
names after marriage and retained obligations to their own lineage.37 A married
woman was still a member of her own lineage, and she had an obligation to
attend and assist in the death anniversaries of her own ancestors and other
important family commemorations. It was not rare to hear a daughter-in-law
comment that she visited her own mother every day. Endogamy contributed
to economic alliances among households related through the wife’s line. Women
often pooled their labor with their natal family members to transplant and
harvest together. Sisters as well as mothers and daughters worked together.
The division of labor in the xã was therefore not strictly patrilineal, although
shared patrilineal labor was more common.

Kin were terminologically separate according to paternal or maternal line.
On the father’s side, kin were identified as inner (hD nIi), whereas on mother’s
side, the term was outer (hD ngoAi). Both sets of grandparents were addressed
as ông/bà, parents as bd/mB, siblings as anh/em or chC/em (older brother/younger
sibling and older sister/younger sibling). Grandchildren were distinguished
according to their lines of descent: inner (nIi), or paternal, and outer (ngoAi),
or maternal.38 Kin terms for in-law relations were marked by parent/child
terms of address. In mother and daughter-in-law relations, for instance, the
mother-in-law was the “parent,” not a lateral relative as implied in English-
language “in-law” terminology. This gave mothers-in-law higher status and
seniority than their daughters-in-law simply by the form of address. Although
daughters-in-law were not exactly “child brides,” they were called child/
daughters-in-law (con dâu) or, in the case of a four-generation extended family,
grandchild/daughters-in-law (cháu dâu).

I found that filial bonds between parents and their sons and daughters
remained strong. Filial obligations were reinforced by ancestor worship and
the desire for sons to continue the family line. Several xã residents said a
son was needed to perform the rites for ancestor worship.39 Parents also stressed
the importance of educating children in moral values (.Ao .Tc) and filial piety
(hibu th5o). In rural families, the purpose of marriage has been to have chil-
dren rather than for emotional ties between husband and wife. The major
emotional bonds in the family were between mothers and their children and
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fathers and their sons.40 Sons were raised to embody morality (.Ao .Tc) and
fulfill family obligations (ngh<a), while daughters were taught to be respectful,
obedient (ngoan), and display tình c5m (warmth).41 The hierarchical parent–
child relationship therefore often took precedence over an egalitarian relation-
ship between spouses.

Kin relations determined the pronouns used for terms of address based
on the principles of seniority, hierarchy, and gender. Seniority took precedence
over gender, but members of the family were assigned a place in the termino-
logical hierarchy according to both principles. Forms of address followed the
dichotomous and hierarchical conceptualizations of older/younger, inside/
outside, and male/female. Kin-related men and women and married couples
of the same age addressed each other as anh/em – older brother/younger sister.
Mr. Nguyln V/n Tibn, a member of the History Committee of the xã, told me
that only a couple decades earlier husbands and wives typically addressed
each other as ông/bà (Mr./Mrs.) after their children were born, but this usage
was now rare. Daughters-in-law in the xã also used to refer to their mothers-
in-law using third person pronouns for themselves or their husbands, such
as “his” mother (mB nó) or “the girl’s” mother (mB con gái), rather than the
more familiar “my” mother (mB tôi), and this practice had changed.

Although anh/em pronouns put men on a higher footing than women,
women preferred these terms because little sister (em) and older brother (anh)
implied intimacy and affection between spouses and husbandly protection.
Mrs. Nga, the former high-level cadre in the village, put it this way, after
claiming that both she and her husband were equal to one another:

Both [of us] are equal; we have never argued with each other and never
used rude language, both in hungry times and in times of plenty – no bad
words. All the time I have lived with him I have never called him mày tao;
it has always been anh/em.

Mày/tao is an exceedingly formal term of address between spouses which
implies a hierarchical relationship and lack of deep affection. With the adop-
tion of new pronouns between spouses and daughters-in-law and mothers-
in-law, despite the fact that anh/em still indicated the subordinate position
of the wife, kin terms of address in the xã had become less hierarchical, 
presumably because of the social changes associated with the Communist
revolution.

Nonetheless, the language of kinship in the xã was pervasive. In the very
act of addressing one another, individuals identified their age/gender relation-
ship to the person to whom they were speaking. Younger individuals, but
older persons as well, usually identified themselves in the third person using
kinship terms such as em or con (younger sibling or child) instead of using
I (tôi).42 This had the effect of minimizing their individuality and establish-
ing a bond between themselves and their interlocutor, thereby putting the
relationship on a firmer footing emotionally and ensuring a warmer, closer

        



State discourses and the family household 91

relationship with those they knew. For the junior partner, it could also pro-
vide some protection against scorn or arbitrary treatment should the relation-
ship become strained. Such a strategy of self-effacement built on the cultural
assumption that the individual who acts alone exposes her/himself to risk
and possible shame (xau hx). It is a generally recognized Vietnamese cultural
value to align oneself with others, take solace in the comfort of “warm feelings”
(tình c5m) and the paternalistic care of others and the group rather than to
express one’s personal sense of integrity or individuality. Consequently,
individuals in the xã were defined in terms of their relationships with others,
which reinforced the notion that the individual is no one without his or 
her family. It is the group that confers social standing; without it, the indi-
vidual is powerless.

Cadres in the xã administration used kin forms of address with one another
(anh/em; anh/chC); no local official I observed used the state’s official term
.ing chí, comrade, which I had heard in the north before 1985. I used anh/chC
(brother, sister) for adults within my age group. Kin terminology could reflect
the politics of the times and was not immune to the political environment.
During land reform campaigns in northern villages in the 1950s, for instance,
landlords were denounced in both class and kin terms by accusers who used
the insulting pronouns of mày/tao.43

Gendered Work Practices and Conceptions

The sexual division of labor in the xã occurred mainly within the context of
family relationships. That is, women’s and men’s work was not simply divided
into male or female categories, but was assigned by both generation and 
gender categories within the family. As children, boys and girls performed
work according to their gendered and junior status in the family. In a rural
community such as the xã, children were expected to help out with house-
work and farming tasks. Daughters were trained from an early age to do
virtually everything in the household. There were cases in which sons fed the
animals but also cleaned the house, and sometimes started the evening meal
for their parents. As young adults, younger unmarried daughters (con gái)
or daughters-in-law (con dâu) were given appropriate work. Older married
woman, wives, and grandmothers started to reduce their share of heavy work
by age 50. The same age-related distinctions applied to men. Work was thus
a function of gendered relations up and across the generations.

Discourses about work practices both in the household and in the broader
society reflected stereotypical and discriminatory views about gendered
practices and the sexual division of labor, as gleaned from in-depth inter-
views with over 20 families in the xã.44 These data made clear that gender
equality in Quang xã was far from being achieved. Although the state may
have curtailed the worst abuses of patriarchal kin authority and made 
gains in women’s public equality, gendered discourses in the household were
decidedly hierarchical. Xã residents termed “women’s work” (viGc làm c9a
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phE n#) as housework, going to the market, and field labor. Housework (nIi
tr}) also included cooking, washing clothes (by hand), cleaning the house,
taking care of young children and family members who were sick. In general,
xã residents saw women’s work as being of a minor nature (công viGc nh8),
while men’s work involved major matters, such as repairing the house or plow-
ing the fields. Most men were very reluctant to go to the market (.i ch}):
of all the women’s tasks, this was seen as the most gender-stereotypical. Only
men who stayed at home due to retirement or disability while their wives
worked full-time ventured out to the market. Otherwise, they would be exposed
to ridicule. The prevailing view was that men did not know how to shop and
get the best prices. Men sometimes helped with housework, such as clean-
ing the house or even cooking (washing clothes was somewhat beyond the
pale), but it was always in the context of “helping out” (giúp v}), not shar-
ing responsibility.

“Men’s” jobs involved either greater strength or technical knowledge and
thus had more prestige. In agriculture, men plowed and handled machines.
Transplanting rice seedlings was women’s work, as was weeding and buy-
ing seeds and fertilizer at the market. Agricultural work such as irrigation,
spraying, harvesting, and raising animals was seen as either men’s or women’s
work; both sexes did this work. Before there were rice milling machines in
the xã, the labor-intensive work of pounding rice in foot-driven mills was
women’s work, meaning that women’s jobs that required strength and
endurance were not acknowledged as such. The same was true with paid 
work. Women worked on construction and road crews doing heavy and 
dirty work that, to Western eyes, would belie their feminine status. Peasant
women performed backbreaking work in farm labor as well, but none of this
was seen as abnormal or as indicating strength or resilience. Some other jobs
in the xã, such as teaching, sewing, and medical work, were stereotyped as
feminine. Men’s jobs on the whole involved “superior” technical ability, such
as working as chauffeurs, soldiers, or police. Working as a state cadre was
gender-neutral, except for the highest positions, which were thought to be
more appropriate for men.

Women in large multi-unit households tended to do more home-based 
work than men did, while those in neo-local households (husband, wife, 
and children), where work was more often shared by husband and wife. Age 
hierarchies and gender-specific patterns were noticeable in households with
daughters-in-law and mothers-in-law. In those households, daughters-in-law
were expected to take care of most of the routine daily chores, such as 
cooking, washing, and shopping. Mothers-in-law could be counted on to
babysit and help with the cooking and cleaning, especially if they were retired.
Daughters-in-law handled a large part of the fieldwork, and/or worked full
time in outside jobs. During ceremonial occasions such as gin/Tbt, both older
and younger women did practically all of the work – shopping, cooking, serv-
ing, and washing up. Most men would not lower themselves to assist women
on these occasions. In extended families, the women of the household did
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virtually everything around the home. The husband’s father, even if retired,
did virtually no housework at all. In some three-generational households,
husbands who assisted their wives in a nuclear household could be criticized
by their mothers for helping their wives too much.

Based on my observations, younger women did their best to look busy.
If not, they could be criticized by their mothers-in-law for being lazy (lOXi),
talkative (thích nói chuyGn nhigu), or irresponsible (không trách nhiGm). They
had to know how to cook; if not, they were called clumsy (vEng vg ) and 
lacking in skillfulness (không khéo). One mother-in-law complained that 
daughters-in-law did not put in their best effort at the houses of their 
mothers-in-law, but applied themselves with astonishing efficiency to help
their own mothers living nearby.

Family Heads

Family dynamics and gender relations were also gauged by the various 
designations for who served as the head of the family or the household. The
kinship system in the xã followed patrilineal rules on headship, conferring
that status on senior males. But the state also had a designation, head of
household, used for the person who represented the household to the govern-
ment and civil authorities, and women often assumed this position. These
headship distinctions are important designations in the rural areas of 
northern Vietnam. Since the Vietnamese view the world in terms of an inner
and outer realm of family and society, someone needs to represent the 
family to the outside world. The casual, individualistic, and democratic notion
of the family prevalent in Western societies does not apply in the Red River
delta, since the family is seen as a corporate and hierarchical unit that, as a
normal state of affairs, must have a head.

The family in Quang xã had different types of heads. The head of the 
lineage was called the trO[ng tIc, while the head of the residential unit of
the family was called the ch9 gia .ình. Each term was invested with different
kinds of authority. The lineage head was usually the eldest male of the senior
branch of the clan and assumed the financial, worship, and moral respons-
ibility for all members of the clan. He had the obligation to organize the 
lineage death anniversaries (gin), look out for the interests of the clan, assist
other members of the clan with their education or employment, and help
any member in dire need. The costs incurred for the honor of being the trO[ng
tIc were significant, amounting in one case in the xã known to the author
as high as $1,000 a year. This individual, Mr. Lê H5i Quang, was a trader
and entrepreneur who rented a stall in the market where he and his young
wife sold assorted metal and iron goods, so he had a good source of income.
The ch9 gia .ình, by contrast, was the head and guardian of the family as
residential unit, including this unit’s direct descendants. Women could fill this
role. This person was usually the eldest grandparent and was responsible for
family decisions such as assigning work responsibilities, building or renovating
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the family house, and planning and arranging important family occasions
such as death anniversaries, weddings, and funerals.

The head of household (ch9 hI), by contrast, was officially responsible 
for the household for registration purposes. Civil registration required all 
families to name a head of household for purposes of interacting with the
state. This person represented the household to the thôn and the xã. Accord-
ing to the Civil Register, in Quang xã, 40 percent of all households were
headed by women. Despite this seeming equity, closer investigation showed
that only 39 percent of these women-headed households had spouses pre-
sent, while 92 percent of the men listed as head of household had their spouses
present. Thus the household head of families having both spouses was more
likely to be male as opposed to female by a margin of four to one. When
the data are adjusted for comparability, with both spouses present, the per-
centage of women head of households came to 22 percent; in slightly less
than half of these was the husband an active worker.45

This figure is not inconsequential, and it suggests that for the purposes 
of the state’s management of the local community, women in Quang xã
could and did represent the household to the local government. However,
this statement needs to be qualified by two additional observations. Most
women in the xã who had assumed this position were usually widows in 
multi-generational households, living with a son and his family. Second, xã
residents made a distinction between an official head of household for 
purposes of registration and a real head (ngOXi quybt .Cnh trong gia .ình),
who tended to make the most important decisions in the family and held the
most power. As part of the survey, all 215 households were asked who acted
as the “real head” of their household. In neo-local and small families where
husband and wife were both present (117 cases), men were three times more
likely than women to be identified as the real head of household, 88 com-
pared to 29 women (see Table 3.2). In multi-generational families, the gender
imbalance was attenuated by the high number of older women who were
heads of household, mostly because they were widows. Of the 31 older women
who acted as heads of households, 21 were without husbands. In comparison,

Table 3.2 Gender of Heads of Two-Generation Households

Type of Household Men Women Total

Neo-local
Husband, wife, and children 79 25 104

Small Families1 9 4 13

TOTAL 88 29 117

Note
1 Who share a courtyard or live in an attached house next to relatives but eat separately; includes

1 matrilocal compound.
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the 29 cases in which the elder father was head of the household, his wife
was present in 25.

In terms of head of their household, three-generation families exhibited
far more stratification by age than by gender (see Table 3.3). Father or Mother
was the real head in 66 percent of these cases (60 out of 91 households); their
son was head of household in 22 of the remaining families, which meant that
his mother was the head of the household more often than he was (31 cases).
This finding reflects women’s increasing authority as they age and sons’ defer-
ence to that authority. A daughter-in-law was the head of the household in
only 9 out of 91 cases.

Among the grandparents’ generation, with both spouses present, women
were heads of household in 10 out of 31 cases. Among the parents’ genera-
tion, with both spouses present, daughters-in-law were heads of household
in three out of nine cases. When both sets of spouses and generations were
present, women were real heads of households in 13 out of 40 cases (32 per-
cent), which mainly reflected older women’s authority.

While investigating who was the real head of household during my inter-
views with xã families, I found many cases where women who were listed as
the official head of household for registration purposes were also the real
head. In the case of older women, some had become heads of their house-
holds when their husbands were away for military service, such as Mrs. PhAm

Table 3.3 Gender of Heads of Multi-generational Households

Type of Household Men Women Total

Three-generation single-unit1

Grandfather/Grandmother 17 18 35
Father/Mother 18 3 21

Subtotal 35 21 56

Multi-generation unit2

Grandfather/Grandmother 12 13 25
Father/Mother 4 6 10

Subtotal 16 19 35

Total Multi-generation units
Grandfather/Grandmother 293 315 60
Father/Mother 224 96 31

TOTAL 51 40 91

Note
1 Grandparents, father, mother, and children.
2 Patrilocal or mixed patri-/matrilocal three-generational units: 2 or 3 sons and/or daughter;

includes 1 four-generation matrilocal.
3 25 with spouses present.
4 9 with spouses present.
5 10 with spouses present.
6 3 with spouses present.
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ThC Hai. An attractive and well-spoken woman, Mrs. Hai had worked for
30 years as a midwife and cadre in the xã. After the end of the war, with
her children grown, one of her sons left for Bulgaria, where he was still work-
ing and sending money home, having contributed funds to build his parents’
new, imposing three-story house. Her eldest son lived in Gi5ng Võ in Hanoi,
and two daughters had moved to Hanoi as well. Her youngest son and his
wife lived nearby; they were all preparing Tbt cakes in one of the spacious
rooms when I arrived. Mrs. Hai was both the official and the real head of
the household, even though she said her husband brought in considerably
more income than she did (apparently from the sale of land.) When asked
why this was the case, she said “the reason is because he is gentle (hign) and
isn’t stern with the children. Educating children means you have to be strict
(nghiêm kh%c).”

In other cases, xã women who were the real heads of their households had
either married men from other provinces or were state workers. Mrs. DONng
ThC Lan, the daughter of a former ch9 tCch of the xã, married a soldier orig-
inally from H5i Phòng. Her family status plus the fact that her husband was
often absent working on construction projects in Hanoi may have been con-
tributing factors. Mrs. Ngân, the state irrigation cadre, was both the real and
official head of household because her husband, retired with a small pension
from the military, was in ill health with war-related disabilities.

Mrs. Nga, the former cadre mentioned earlier, said her husband was the
real head of household in her family, although she was a native villager and
he was from Thái Bình. He was assertive and liked to take control. Still another
instance was Mrs. Hi ThC DiGu’s family, the farming household living in a
multi-generational compound. Mrs. DiGu, a lively and jovial woman, indicated
that she, her daughter, and daughter-in-law did virtually all the work in the
family and made all of the decisions. Mrs. DiGu was the official head but
said that her husband was the real head of household although she claimed
he could not do nor decide anything. Several people mentioned that wives
were often listed as official head of household for the 1994 land redistribu-
tion, since it was principally women who farmed in the xã and on that basis
were likely to be given more land.

However, in households where men and women both farmed, men tended
to be the real head of household. In Mr. Lê S( Vinh’s case, Mr. Vinh received
seven sào during the 1994 land distribution, which he farmed with the help
of his four adult sons. He and his wife lived with his third son, daughter-
in-law, and their two young daughters. The other three sons had their own
land allocations and houses, which Mr. Vinh and his wife had taken great
pains to help them build. Mr. Vinh, a lean, wiry and intense man, and his
sons consulted each other closely on farming matters, and lent each other
considerable assistance. When I visited the family, Mr. Vinh seemed to enjoy
the role of paterfamilias. While we sat, sipped tea, and talked, both his wife
and daughter-in-law were sitting on their front steps tying up bundles of water
spinach that the younger woman would sell in Hà 1ông market early the
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next day. Mr. Vinh said his third son was registered as the official head 
of household because he (Mr. Vinh) had already given the children their 
residential land inheritance. But he was the real head of household.46

Mr. V> V/n Nguyên, a plowman and forceful personality, had three sons
and a daughter who had married and left home. His eldest son moved out
upon marriage, but when his second son married, he remained at home with
his bride. His youngest unmarried son also lived at home, worked in Hanoi,
and contributed to the family budget. Mr. Nguyên brought most of the income
into the family and determined the work assignments for his wife, two 
sons, and daughter-in-law. While the younger couple said they “mostly” ate 
separately, their economy was dependent on the father. Like Mr. Vinh, Mr.
Nguyên clearly had a strong sense of family responsibility and desire to help
his adult children. Both felt that fathers should lead the family and assume
the main financial burden; both viewed 1xi MSi as an improvement over
the collectivization period since it rewarded individual initiative and provided
a decent standard of living.

Although female authority as head of household was recognized and exer-
cised in Quang xã, most real heads of households were men. But it was in
the kinship system where male power was most pronounced and undisputed.
Filial obligations and responsibilities to their parents were required of all chil-
dren, especially sons. The parent/child relationship worked against gender
parity in the small family and reinforced the principles of seniority and hier-
archy. This was reflected in the prevalent practice of patrilocality during the
early years of marriage and in the preference for sons over daughters and
male inheritance of family property, to be discussed in the next chapter. All
these practices were anchored in ancestor worship, which reinforced patri-
lineality, if not patrilocality.

Paternal power was particularly on display during family commemorative
occasions, where gender segregation and the division of roles was most appar-
ent. Women married to the eldest male of the first branch of his lineage were
obliged to assume the major responsibility for organizing as many as four
to five gin (death anniversary) banquets a year, to which dozens of relatives
were invited. Mrs. Lê ThC Thu3, the head of the Women’s Association in
the xã, assumed this task for her husband’s lineage and invited me to a 
gin for her husband’s grandfather, held in a large shrine next to her house.
Mrs. Thu3 spent two days buying and preparing the food, communicated
with female relatives as to what they would bring, and then supervised the
whole production. When the guests arrived, they were segregated by gender
and age during the banquet. Although I was not privy to this information,
one of the women cadres in the xã told me Mrs. Thu3’s husband usually
decided who would be invited and what food would be served. When the
guests arrived, the middle-aged men, younger men, and adolescent boys all
sat together at one end of the hall playing cards and were served food by
the women. All the elders, men and women included, sat at the other end,
where they were also served by the younger women. The men’s table started
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to resemble a smoke-filled saloon, filled with boisterous male camaraderie,
jokes flying, women darting in and out. When the party was over, the men
all departed and the women cleaned up, using metal basins in the courtyard.
These ceremonial and ritual duties were considered normal by most women,
and they did not complain about them because prestige accrues to those who
host such affairs, including the women.

Family Patterns Over Time

I found no evidence that the actual structure of the household in Quang 
xã had substantially changed over the past 70 years. Moreover, other of 
the family patterns I observed in Quang xã also appeared similar to those
identified earlier in the twentieth century. For instance, the generational 
structure of the household in the xã has apparently remained unchanged 
since the 1920s. Based on Quang xã census data for 1921 and 1926 in the
colonial archives in Hanoi, I calculated that during the 1920s, 58 percent 
of the xã’s households were composed of one and two generations, while 
42 percent were three or more generations. Average household size was 
5.l persons.47 This can be compared to my 1996 findings of 52 percent neo-
local households, with an average household size of 4.9 persons. A fluctua-
tion of 6 percent over 70 years seems inconsequential. Therefore, although
the French colonial administration relied on the clans (dòng hD) to rule 
northern Vietnam and thereby presumably strengthened the power and
wealth of certain lineages, it does not appear that the phenomenon of small
family residence I observed in the 1990s is a new development, nor one that
resulted from the momentous post-1945 political changes.

Considering gender and generational authority in the family, the colonial
regime in 1930 commissioned a distinguished panel of Vietnamese special-
ists to study the features and customs of ViGt families residing in the Red
River delta with regard to “family law” and inheritance. Their lengthy report
concluded that customs in the north had evolved differently than in the south.
Women, they asserted, had many rights in the family, including the right to
divorce, with an equal division of family property, and always took their young
children with them. Daughters and sons shared inheritance, and women had
economic independence and made commercial decisions without consulting
their husbands. In the case of husbands’ deaths, widows replaced them as
head of the household.48

In a follow-up study (1935), Pierre Lustéguy concluded that women in the
north retained considerable authority in their families. They had the right
to own property, to divorce, and always took precedence over their sons.
Both sons and daughters could inherit property from their parents. Lustéguy
argued that women in actuality had more status and authority in the family
than according to the Nguyln dynasty code and that the “small family” of
husband and wife was quite distinct from the broader family of the clan. An
elder daughter could take over the worship rites at the ancestors’ altar in

        



State discourses and the family household 99

the absence of sons. Wives officiated at their own natal families’ ceremonies,
while married women performed rites at their husbands’ altars. Lustéguy 
noted that women performed important economic functions in their small
families, kept the money, managed property, and made expenditure deci-
sions. In sum, he concluded, daughters were inferior to their fathers, wives
were equal to their husbands, sisters were occasionally superior to their 
brothers (if older), and mothers were always superior to their sons.49 Marital
endogamy may also have been a feature of northern villages during the 
colonial era, based on limited evidence.50

If these observations applied to Quang xã, and there is no reason to assume
they did not, we can probably conclude that certain features of the family
in the Red River delta have remained stable despite the Communist revolu-
tion: household structure, marital endogamy, linguistic and gender hierarchies,
parental authority, women’s economic and commercial roles (to be discussed
further in the next chapter), and women’s kinship roles. What had changed
during the intervening years was the decline of clan economic and political
power that the Communist revolution had suppressed as a vestige of the 
feudal past. Ancestor worship, clan temples, lineage genealogies, and clan
politics were all central features of colonial Vietnamese village life. The land
regime that formed the basis of clan economic power had been destroyed by
the land reform in 1956 and subsequent collectivization. Yet it was precisely
these economic and political features of lineage activities that were staging
a comeback in Quang xã in the 1990s. The only difference was that the 
1xi MSi state’s current revival of the family was being undertaken in the
interest of advancing a state-led market economy which no longer served a
colonial power.

Conclusion

Official efforts in the 1990s to stem the “crisis in the family,” the influence
of “social evils,” and to ensure social stability, resulted in shifting state dis-
courses regarding gender equality and gender relations in the family. Yet in
Quang xã, my examination of kinship practices and discourses indicated that 
family relations were decidedly hierarchical in nature. As this chapter has
shown, kinship in Quang xã was based on patrilineal rules of descent and
favored strong intergenerational bonds while it also encouraged patrilocal
residence for newly-married couples. Despite official alarms about the decline
of the family, I found that kin-based hierarchies were strengthened as family
patriarchs asserted their authority in a political environment that favored
these kin-based forms of male power. As shown in the previous chapter, male
authority was strengthened in village politics and ritual activities, along with
the revival of state-supported cultural traditions.

This study has not found evidence for state gender managers’ alarms about
the Vietnamese family nor a trend towards nuclearization, revealing instead
that the state’s conservative cultural policies and emphasis on family values
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reinforced patriarchy and hierarchy in the family. These concerns were reflected
in campaigns to promote the “cultured family” and efforts to “strengthen”
family relations. Women’s emancipation and the achievement of equality were
addressed in terms of “the crisis in the family” and the promotion of a new
family model that combined both traditional features and modern attributes
needed for the market economy. Accompanying the renewed focus on women’s
emancipation was a shift in equality discourses from social equality to
equality within the family. Thus the state’s conservative and pro-family cul-
tural policies, as well as the patriarchal practices of kinship and local politics,
worked against the state’s stated goal of gender equality.

At the same time, however, the economic policies of the 1xi MSi state
exercised a countervailing tendency by elevating the household and women
producers as equal partners with their husbands in the task of economic devel-
opment. The conjugal relationship between husband and wife in their small
family in neo-local residences, marriage endogamy, the state’s incursions 
into the household, and women’s economic roles served to counterbalance
unbridled male patriarchal authority, underscoring the complexity of fam-
ily dynamics in Quang xã. Although men were predominately the heads of
households in the xã, a large minority of women also assumed that function
in the household’s dealings with the government.

Curiously, this countervailing weight of the 1xi MSi state as an economic
force against the conservative forces of the family can be seen as a legacy of
the socialist revolutionary past. But women’s roles as producers and repro-
ducers were now tied to discourses of building “cultured families,” “happy
families,” and “equality families.” By thus redefining women’s equality, the
1xi MSi state signaled a new interest women’s personal relations in the family,
which were now subject to the scrutiny and intervention of state officials.
The next chapter takes a closer look at the dynamics of the conjugal relation-
ship in the family.

Notes
1 National Government Resolution No. 04-NQ/TW, “Renovating and Strengthen-

ing the Women’s Movement in the New Situation” (1993), which defined women’s
equality under 1xi MSi in family and development terms. Text in author’s pos-
session and HIi Liên HiGp PhE N# ViGt Nam, Hai mONi. Program 1 addressed
one of four areas to be strengthened. The Quang xã’s Women’s Association was
in the process of implementing this resolution when I was there in 1995–1996.

2 These goals were outlined in the Women’s Union Five-Year Plan (1992–1997)
presented at its 7th Congress in 1992. See HIi Liên HiGp PhE N# ViGt Nam, V/n
kiGn. In this document, family planning is considered to be primarily women’s
responsibility and is defined as having one or two children, with the target of reduc-
ing the population growth rate by 0.6 percent a year. Other sections of this plan
advise women to “fulfill their functions as wives and mothers.”

3 The Social Evils campaign was launched in the spring 1996 in the run-up to the
8th Party Congress. Politburo decree 87/CP banned illegal drugs and pornographic
videos, said to be mostly of foreign origin, and cracked down on prostitution,
karaoke bars, and other “unethical” practices.

        



State discourses and the family household 101

4 HIi Liên HiGp PhE N# ViGt Nam, Hai mONi, 42. Resolution O4/TW of the
Communist Party of Vietnam – which provides the quotation at the beginning
of this chapter – also highlighted the important contribution mothers play in the
transmission of national culture (ibid.). Hai mONi n/m mIt ch)ng .OXng phát trivn
adds, “One can say that the important role, and in some cases, the decisive role
of women in the family has contributed to the emergence of a new way of life
and culture among the Vietnamese people [under renovation].”

5 Ibid. The Central Steering Committee on a Civilized Way of Life and Cultured
Family was established at the time of the Mid-Term Conference of the 7th Party
Conference, January 1994, to supervise the Cultured Family campaign. Both the
7th and 8th (1996) Party Congresses, as well as the 1992 Constitution, emphasized
the role of the family as “the basic cell of society” that nurtured all generations
while promoting “progressive” and “happy” families. See also Communist Party
of Vietnam, Eighth National; Socialist Republic of Vietnam, Constitutions.

6 Lê Kh5 Phiêu, Vietnam, 110–111. This is from an address given to the 3rd Congress
of the Vietnam Peasants’ Union, November 19, 1998 titled “The Vietnamese
Peasantry with a Comprehensive, Modern and Sustainable Agriculture.”

7 For a good discussion, see Robert.
8 Ibid.
9 It should be noted that cultural movements have been a feature of Vietnamese

politics since 1945. Hi Chí Minh stressed building “new life” movements, pro-
viding the inspiration for subsequent cultural improvement campaigns. In 1962
the first cultured family campaign was launched in HOng Yên province and sub-
sequently spread to the rest of northern Vietnam. In 1973 in H5i HOng province,
the Committee on a Civilized Way of Life and Cultured Family established five
criteria for a cultured family: good in production work, following thrift and 
sanitary practices, following state and party policies, practicing family planning,
maintaining ties of solidarity with neighbors, and practicing family harmony. Under
1xi MSi, family harmony and family planning were moved to the top of the 
list and the language of happy and progressive families was added. See HIi 
Liên HiGp PhE N# ViGt Nam, Hai mONi. The 4th Plenum of the Party’s Central
Committee (March 1998) ratified these new criteria and goals of the cultured 
family.

10 Lê Kh5 Phiêu, “To Build,” 66.
11 Lê Thi, Role, 64. Lê Thi cites statistics demonstrating that although the popula-

tion growth rate was 2.4 percent a year from 1979 to 1989, the number of house-
holds increased during that time period at a rate of 3.4 percent per year. Average
household size during the same period declined from 5.2 persons per household
to 4.8.

12 TrONng M( Hoa, “Van .g gia .ình,” 21–32. TrONng M( Hoa also claimed that
unstable and poor families were more tempted by “social evils” and claimed that
1xi MSi was leading to greater discord in families and wife abuse.

13 Marr, “Politics.”
14 LuFt Hôn Nhân và Gia 1ình.
15 Lê Thi, Role. Lê Thi was the founder and director of the Women’s Center in Hanoi

for many years.
16 Ibid.
17 Ibid.; Lê Thi, Vietnamese Women.
18 Relations between wives and husbands became a new topic of state-supported

research starting in the late 1950s, in line with the state’s new focus on the 
family. Officials in charge of women’s work focused on conjugal relations, gather-
ing data on decision-making, family planning, time-budget surveys, the problems
of single women, marriage, women and poverty, and women’s health.

19 HIi Liên HiGp PhE N# ViGt Nam, Hai mONi.
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20 The term “equality family” (gia .ình bình .png) may have first appeared in 
an official document during the 7th National Conference of the Vietnamese
Women’s Union, June 1992. HIi Liên HiGp PhE N# ViGt Nam, V/n kiGn.

21 TrONng M( Hoa, “PhE n#”, 47. TrONng M( Hoa went on to explain that equal-
ity families were based on “new conceptions” (quan niGm mSi) and were units in
which the conjugal couple occupied the core position (vC trí trung tâm), and where
all family members helped one another overcome difficulties in life and had 
harmonious relations.

22 See TrONng S< Anh et al.
23 In Lê Lzu’s novel A Time Far Past, the protagonist, Sai, knows that his mar-

riage to the sophisticated Châu is ending when they no longer eat together.
24 Vietnamese kinship has been analyzed from a variety of perspectives, virtually all

of which reflect the two main aspects of the system. One approach is to charac-
terize Vietnamese kinship as patrilineal, with aspects of bilaterality (Hy V/n LONng,
“Vietnamese”). Another approach claims that Vietnamese kinship comprises prin-
ciples of “seniority, lineality and equality” (Haines). “Confucian family system”
has also been suggested, but this is vague and misses the specific Vietnamese fea-
tures of the Chinese family system (Hirschman and V> MAnh L}i). “Patrilineality
with bilateral aspects” is more precise, but does not clarify what is bilateral about
the Vietnamese system, which is not descent, but residence patterns. “Seniority,
lineality, and equality” is accurate but lacks specificity. “Patrilineality with small
family residence,” referring to the two main principles I found in the Quang 
xã kinship system, captures the essence of the system and includes the two main
principles, descent and residence. Vietnamese kinship is thus characterized by a
fundamental duality, patrilineality combined with a principle of gender comple-
mentarity, which serves to mitigate strict patrilineal rules. While some ascribe the
latter principle to bilaterality, I prefer not to use this term because descent in
Vietnamese kinship is patrilineal. Instead, if one focuses on household structure,
the other pole in the duality of the kinship/household system becomes clear: the
preference for neo-local or “nuclear” (a term I use provisionally) residence.

25 The handling of a daughter-in-law was seen in the context of “educating” her, as
in the well-known saying, “Teach your child from the time she is young; teach
your wife from the time she arrives in your family” (DFy con tY th9a còn thN;
dFy v} tY th9a bN vN mSi vg ).

26 In the Red River delta, 70 percent of women give birth to their first child within
the first year of marriage, and most children are born within the first 10 years of
marriage, according to Trfn 1Tc 160.

27 Polygamy was rare and illegal but tolerated in the xã. A justification for
polygamy was producing a son. Two wives rarely lived together; in one case, 
a polygamous husband kept two wives in separate places, one in Hanoi and 
the other in the xã. There were three cases of polygamy known to the author at
the time of field research, including the local doctor.

28 Also see Bélanger, “Modes,” and TrONng S< Anh et al. The latter source found
a high incidence of patrilineal residence among the elderly in the Red River delta
living with a married son. Patrilineal ratios were three times higher in the Red
River delta than in the Mekong delta. Elderly parents in the north were more
likely to reside with younger sons than with the eldest son, who would move out
upon marriage.

29 Per capita residential land in 1995–1996 in the xã was only 111 sq. meters.
30 Not all these compounds were strictly patrilocal. For instance, Mrs. Hi ThC DiGu

built a house next door for her son and his wife and then gave her daughter 
and her husband 160 sq. meters across the courtyard to build their house. One
daughter had left home already; a younger daughter was still living at home. In
writing about China, Elisabeth Croll uses the term “aggregate family” to describe
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separate households of the same family that had strong economic ties with one
another and lived in the same compound as a result of the economic reforms.
She argues that market socialism provided an incentive for post-division kin to
reconnect because they could mobilize resources, practice economies of scale, and
even pool capital to start family enterprises. See Croll. Aggregation in Quang xã,
however, was as much a function of kinship and inheritance as it was of economic
factors. The aggregate family or compound had not yet moved to the stage of
starting businesses, but the compound family had proved useful to some post-
division families for pooling agricultural labor and child care.

31 According to the security chief. The reasons he gave for the 30 women never 
marrying were that they had passed the marriageable age, did not wish to be 
married, or had had boyfriends whom they did not marry.

32 There were two cases of divorce, both due to domestic violence, in Quang xã in
1995. The Women’s Association tried to persuade the couples to reconcile and
was successful in one case, but not in the other. In the second case, the mother
took custody of one child and the father took custody of the second child. In
cases of divorce, children under 3 usually stayed with their mother, unless the
two parties decided otherwise. For children up to 9 years of age, if the husband
and wife were unable to agree about custody, and the case went to court, the court
would assign the children to one of the parents based on the children’s interests.
If the children were older than 9, their opinions would be solicited. The parent
who did not raise the children would be obliged to contribute financially. But young
women with children were often reluctant to seek divorce either because they believed
their husband’s family would gain custody of their children or that if they gained
custody, they would be unable to remarry.

33 Three- and four-generation households registered as such in the Civil Register
turned out upon closer inspection to actually be separate households. Mr. Hoàng
V/n Tài’s extended family was an example. This household was registered as 
one household but my visit to the family revealed that there were three separate
households living in a compound. There were three different kitchens and three
separate living quarters. Father lived with his eldest son and Mother with her un-
married daughter and granddaughter, so Father and Mother no longer actually
constituted a household. These inconsistencies between official registration and
the actual situation were common.

34 The term small family is a vague one. But it usually refers to a two-generational
nuclear unit, as I am using it here to distinguish it from multi-generational units of
three generations or more. Some definitions, however, include grandparents and
unmarried siblings in addition to parents and their children. See Nguyln TY Chi.

35 Civil Register database, 1995. In order to calculate marital endogamy, I assumed
average age at marriage to be 25 for men and 23 for women (figures given to me
by the Sociology Institute), and that all men and women were married at and
above these ages. The total number of married men age 25 and above was 1,310,
with 1,159 men born in the xã, yielding the figure of 88 percent. The total num-
ber of married women at age 23 and above was 1,713, with 1,386 women born in
the xã, yielding 81 percent. These figures should be adjusted slighted to account
for a small number of single adults in the xã.

36 See Nguyln Tùng.
37 Women usually used ThC as their middle name, but lineages were often distin-

guished by a patrinom and a middle term (tên lót or tên .Gm). Male members of
the lineage carried this intermediary name, but female members did not. For
instance, not all Nguyln patrinoms were from the same lineage, but were distin-
guished from one another by the addition of the intermediary term. Nguyln Duy
was one lineage, while Nguyln 1/ng was another. Therefore, a woman’s name
alone did not indicate which lineage she belonged to.
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38 Father’s older siblings were referred to as bác (uncle/aunt; gender neutral) or cô
(aunt), his younger brother and wife as chú/thím (uncle/aunt), and his younger
sister and husband as cô/chú. Patrilineal cousins were called anh/chC/em bên nIi.
Matrilineal cousins were addressed as outer cousins, anh/chC/em bên ngoAi.
Scholarship about the origins of Vietnamese kinship terms in the Red River delta
has shed light on the diverse cultural and historical forces influencing the kinship
structure. French ethnographers working in other villages in the area suggest that
the terms used for the relationships for the generations above ego may be of Chinese
origin, whereas the terms for ego’s generation and below are probably of Austro-
asiatic (Mon-Khmer and Thai) origin. See Krowolski. The main principles in
Vietnamese kinship were identified in the 1940s. See Benedict and Spencer.

39 For a discussion of son preference, see also Bélanger, “Indispensable.”
40 See also PhAm V/n Bích.
41 See Rydstrøm.
42 Speakers usually used the third person to refer to themselves, such as “father,”

“mother,” “older sibling,” “younger sibling,” “child,” etc. Some of these terms
are gender-specific, others are not. “I” (tôi) was used outside the family, usually
between people who did not know each other very well. Thus there were many
different “I”s, depending on to whom one was talking. Tôi is gender-neutral and
does not imply a hierarchical relationship. Its current usage is a modern formula-
tion, having adapted to ideas about individuality introduced in Vietnam during
the French colonial period.

43 Mày/tao were used between servants and masters. See Hy V/n LONng and
Nguyln 1%c B&ng 191, and Malarney 34.

44 A range of household types were selected for these interviews to obtain as wide
a sampling as possible. In addition to the data collected about men’s and women’s
conceptions about the sexual division of labor, worksheets detailing daily activ-
ities by gender were compiled for each household.

45 Men were heads of household in 627 out of 1,054 households in the 1994 Civil
Register. Women were heads of households in 427 cases. Only 165 women-
headed households had husbands present. Of the 627 male heads of households,
575 had wives present. Of the 165 women heads of households with spouses pre-
sent, only 80 listed husbands as active workers.

46 Mr. Vinh’s courtyard and house were typical of most of the households I visited.
Families typically used their front rooms to eat, congregate, watch television, 
perform farming chores, receive guests, and perform worship ceremonies to the
ancestors.

47 Trung Tâm LOu Tr# Qudc Gia, 1921 and 1926. Quang’s population in 1921 was
1,650 and 2,091 in 1926, with 345 and 385 households, respectively. In 1921, 110
households listed women as household heads (32 percent), 95 percent of them
identifiable as widows over the age of 50 who mostly lived in three-generation
households.

48 Résident Supérieur du Tonkin. One of the authors of this study was PhAm
Qu4nh, the noted publicist.

49 Lustéguy and Résident Supérieur du Tonkin. Confucian scholar Phan Kb Bính,
considered an authority on northern Vietnamese culture and social customs in
the early twentieth century and born and raised in Hà 1ông, noted that rural
women were “very hard working, assiduous in their affairs, whether they were
engaged in commerce or worked in the fields. They take charge of matters (.5m
.ang) concerning their husbands, with intelligence. We usually consider families
with clever wives to be prosperous families.” However, women’s behavior, he
claimed, was pegged to “virtuous” conduct, including modesty or submission, skill
in domestic work, a soft manner in speech, and good conduct (gentleness and
refinement). “Harmony” was prized in the family, which meant the observance
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of filial piety, adherence to rules, and the lack of complaints or gloomy behavior.
An honorable woman was faithful, respectful, hard-working, thrifty, flexible, and
truthful, and raised her children well. Women were expected to be devoted to their
husbands and parents-in-law and cater to them. Male behavior distinguished 
itself by filial piety, generosity, courage, integrity, and scholarly attainment. As
long as men practiced filial piety and women were loyal to their husbands, they
were judged to be respectable people. The cult of the ancestors focused on young
couples’ duties (ngh<a) to the family. Filial piety (trung hibu) required that couples
produce a male heir to continue the family line. Parents often married their 
children at a young age to produce an heir as well as to form alliances with other
families. While women deferred to men and men considered women inferior to
them, men could be abusive, irresponsible, spendthrift, and even adulterous, and
be forgiven. Transgressions by women were rarely forgiven, and wives could be
divorced for infirmity or for being a gossip. Adultery brought shame to a woman’s
family and could be severely punished. Women’s virtue was part of families’ social
standing; it was important to keep up appearances.

50 According to the only known study of marital endogamy/exogamy in the north
during the colonial period, 69 percent of married women living in Ch} xóm
(population 672) in Thanh Hóa province in 1938 were born there (130 out of 
189 women). Twenty-one women born in the xóm left when they married, and
38 women from neighboring xóm married into Ch} xóm. In Ố thôn (population
675) in SNn Tây province, of 216 married women and widows, only 5 women
had left to marry men from other communities (Nguyln Xuân Nguyên). This study
and Krowolski’s research in the 1990s are based on endogamy in the thôn, whereas
my figures are based on xã endogamy. Quang xã’s Civil Register did not list place
of birth by thôn; hence I was unable to ascertain marital endogamy by thôn.

        



4 Married Couples and Equality
Families in Quang Xã

The cultured family enjoys welfare, equality, progress, and happiness.
Politburo Resolution, 19941

Although 1xi MSi’s new emphasis on the household in the early 1990s led
the state to promote equality within the family within the rubric of “cultured”
and “equality” families, the family in Quang xã remained hierarchical, both
in gender and generational terms. As I had discovered, this inequality was
expressed in the return of religious and kinship practices to xã households,
gendered work patterns, and linguistic terms of address. These findings 
suggested that men’s authority stemmed from the family system, broadly 
speaking; however, as we have seen, the 1xi MSi state was heavily implic-
ated in this system. At the same time, the changing economy unleashed new
factors influencing gender relations, which I had also come to Quang xã to
explore. To get a fuller picture of gender relations within the family, I real-
ized, I would need to investigate the impact of the new 1xi MSi economy
on the relative position of women vis-à-vis men in the household.

This promised to be an especially timely and fruitful area of inquiry, as
most families had recently improved their standard of living and were will-
ing to provide information about their economic situation. With the return
of land and the means of production to the xã’s households, families had
gained new economic resources. With these new assets, they were making deci-
sions about agricultural production, work opportunities, home improvements
and material acquisitions, educational and medical needs, and inheritance.
Families were also making decisions about saving, lending, and long-term
allocation of resources. In the past, many of these decisions had been either less
important or taken care of by others. I therefore found that issues involving
monetary and financial matters had assumed added importance and provided
a new arena for household interactional and interpersonal strategies.

The family of Mrs. DONng ThC Lan and Mr. Ngô 1Tc Bình is an exam-
ple of the many changes families in the xã experienced as a result of the 1xi
MSi economic reforms. In 1991, both Mrs. Lan and her husband were laid
off from their jobs as state workers and both joined the market economy.
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Mrs. Lan (age 41) farmed the 2 sào 4 thOSc of land allocated to them in
1994, and Mr. Bình (age 45) worked on construction jobs in Hanoi, which
brought in most of the family income. He paid for their major expenses and
their two children’s school fees. Mrs. Lan’s income from vegetable farming
and her five pigs covered daily expenditures. Her pigs also served as a form
of family savings. Mrs. Lan weeded her landholding herself, rented a buf-
falo from a neighbor for plowing, and exchanged labor (làm .xi công) with
her brother and his wife for all other agricultural work. Lan made most of
the farming decisions and had recently rented another plot of land from neigh-
bors. Her family consumed the rice and half of the vegetables they harvested.
Lan handled the family finances and paid the taxes. It had taken them six
years to save enough money to build their two-room, one-story house. In
1995 their financial decisions, which they made jointly, were mostly about
paying for food, agricultural inputs, and education expenses out of an
income of $1,300. They had no major debts and had acquired a black-and-
white television, bicycle, and electric fan. Lan and her husband were pinning
their hopes on their son, Ngô 1Tc Hùng, age 17, a good student whom they
wished to attend college to study English. Their daughter, Ngô B5o NgDc, 15,
was less studious and would probably leave school early. Thinking ahead,
Lan said she would give her daughter part of their land and property as an
inheritance if she continued to live with them. When her son married, how-
ever, she assumed that he and his bride would live at home, unless they wished
otherwise.2

Because access to economic resources and control over their dispensation
are factors in gender hierarchies in the household, I decided to explore this
issue in greater depth. To examine gender status, a number of gender theorists
working in third-world countries have turned to what has come to be called
resource theory.3 This approach is based on the assumption that individuals
attempt to satisfy certain goals and needs, and that the individual who has
the greatest command over economic resources to meet those goals and needs
has the greatest power. A married woman’s relative power in the household
is thus assumed to be primarily a function of her ability to bring in and to con-
trol such resources; in other words, the more resources she obtains in relation
to those of her husband, the greater her input into household domestic deci-
sions. Thus, the greater a woman’s net control of income, the greater her
leverage and her overall “voice and vote” in the marital relationship.4

Because resource theory is primarily concerned with the effect of economic
factors and changing economic environments on gender hierarchies, I
believed it could illuminate the impact of the new 1xi MSi economy on con-
jugal couples’ relationships and shed light on the 1xi MSi state’s efforts to
promote “equality families.” Therefore I decided to gather data on married
couples’ income contributions to the household, different types of income
and the value placed on them, money management, household budgeting,
and control over the economic resources of household. Economic resources
in Quang xã in the mid-1990s were still fairly simple: income, home-grown
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food products, and ownership of family property, which included the house,
residential land, adjacent courtyard or garden, and official use rights to rice
land. By the time of my field research, in the mid-1990s, households had secured
sufficient resources and some cash to acquire new goods. Almost all families
had engaged in consumer goods expenditures. The first wave of expenditures
had been for house construction or repairs, which were largely completed
by 1996. The second wave of acquisitions had begun around 1994, when house-
holds began purchasing rice cookers, fans, radios, and televisions. Then they
had acquired more bicycles or upgraded them to a motorbike. A shiny Dream
motorbike was highly coveted, but at $3,000, still beyond the reach of most
families. Or they had turned their attention to buying a new or bigger étagère
for the front room in which to stash clothes, papers, and the cash box or to
display chinaware, photos, and military or service awards.

I did not expect that data on decision-making and who controlled the 
economic resources of the household would be able to explain all the dimen-
sions of marital power under 1xi MSi. While this investigation would yield
valuable results, it would not reveal many other features and nuances in the
exercise of power and its dynamic within families. In interviews, villagers iden-
tified a power dynamic that can be called a respect/forbearance paradigm.
This paradigm is captured in the oft-quoted saying, “Inferiors show respect;
superiors show patience” (Trên kính, dOSi nhOXng). Culturally speaking, 
inferiors are obliged to show respect to their superiors, while superiors are
meant to show kindness and solicitude towards inferiors. Families in Quang
xã tended to discourage overt demonstrations of power, instead favoring a
display of benevolence and generosity on the part of powerful and high-status
individuals, especially senior males. Lower-status individuals were meant to
show respect to those higher up in the hierarchy – younger to older, women
to men, junior kin to senior kin, and so on. Lower-status individuals some-
times tried to compensate for their position by actively seeking to make 
decisions or accept responsibility for decisions. As I had observed, women,
especially younger women, sometimes sought to compensate for their relat-
ive lack of power in the family by taking the stance of the active decision
maker to engage and draw their relatives closer to them. This strategy of
making the family dependent upon them in some way is quite common among
young married women in Vietnam, who often come to their husbands’
households bereft of social capital.5

I anticipated that the data on decision-making and economic resources
would, however, help identify patterns of gender hierarchies in the house-
hold which then could be probed more deeply in interviews with xã residents.
In so doing, I planned to investigate the kinds of normative and cultural 
processes that underlay gender inequalities in the family. Thus I decided to
interview a number of married couples at some length in an attempt to uncover
the conceptions and shared discourses that maintained these hierarchies.6

In what follows, I first discuss the design and findings of the data I collected
on household economic contributions, decision-making, and who controlled
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the economic resources of the household. Then I turn to the results of my
interviews with married couples in an attempt to uncover the gender discourses
associated with gender hierarchies in the family. As both the survey and inter-
view data uncovered, gender inequalities were more layered and complex than
suggested by kinship models, state family discourses, or resource theory.

Couples Survey

In the spring of 1996, I conducted a survey of individual household mem-
bers along with the household survey discussed in Chapters 2 and 3.7 From
the sample of 682 respondents to the survey, I selected a sub-sample of 
220 married couples to complete a more detailed survey, hereafter called the
couples’ survey, the purpose of which was to uncover who in each surveyed
family was responsible for economic contributions to the household and 
various types of domestic decisions.8

Household Income Contributions and Money Management

The couples’ survey asked 440 individual wives and husbands to estimate
the relative amount of economic resources (including food products) they
contributed to the household. As shown in Table 4.1, 43 percent of the men
but only 24 percent of women said they contributed more than half of the
family’s total economic resources. Seventy-five percent of women and 56 per-
cent of men reported contributing less than half of the family resources.9

The survey revealed that women drew their income mainly from farming,
domestic livestock, and trading, while men obtained relatively more income
from trade and service jobs (dCch vE). Men’s work was tied to state-sector
work and the private sector; they derived most of their earnings from full-
time rather than part-time work. Women made at most half as much as men
in trading ($500 as opposed to $1,000 on average), perhaps because of the
differences in commodities traded and the shorter distances they were able
to travel.10 Women’s work generally brought in less income than men’s because
it was primarily based on farming. (Farming was the principal occupation
for 65 percent of the women in the xã, compared to 46 percent for the men.)
Agricultural work was less valued than other types of work because it returned
so little in terms of financial remuneration. On average, farming brought 

Table 4.1 Percentage of Economic Contribution

Percentage Husband % Wife %

More than half 43.2 24.5
Between a third and a half 36.4 46.4
A third or less 20.0 29.1
None 0.4 0.0
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in little income for either men or women: $138 for women compared to 
$135 for men.11

On average, men brought in twice as much non-agricultural income (in
cash and in kind) into the household than women: $612 compared to $376.
Men brought in cash through salaries, odd jobs, and running small businesses.
Women who still worked in the state sector received a regular salary, but
this tended to be insufficient and was supplemented with extra jobs, a situ-
ation true in Vietnam as a whole.12 In the few households that had no land,
women brought in as much or more income than to men. Women who worked
as teachers and in other state occupations had to moonlight to secure an
adequate income. State employment was the principal occupation of 13 per-
cent of the women in the survey, compared to 14 percent of the men. Some
women who were laid off as state workers had gone into private trading and
made more money in the informal sector than they had working for the state.13

To understand more fully gendered control of access to income, gender
theorists have also examined issues of money management and found that
whether income is held in separate purses or is pooled makes a difference in
gender status. If income is pooled, women can lose control of income or food
they produce, since it goes into a common pot. If separate purses are the
rule, women have a separate and predictable source of income that they can
spend as they wish. In this regard, some researchers have also found that
women with money of their own will spend their income on their children
before they spend it on themselves.14

Women were the household cashiers in Quang xã, ostensibly controlling
the entire household’s cash income. This meant keeping track of the daily
ebb and flow of receipts and debits into the cash box and doling out pocket
money to other members of the household. Most family members turned over
their earnings directly to the female designated to keep the family purse. Some
men told me they kept a small amount for beer and cigarettes, which they
may or may not have disclosed to the central banker. Women also managed
the household budget. In some households, men and women kept separate
purses, but the majority of households pooled their cash, according to the
villagers with whom I spoke. Husbands and wives were asked who kept the
money in the household, and Table 4.2 shows that women generally held
that responsibility. Fifty-two percent of wives reported they kept the money,
and 51 percent of husbands concurred.

The management of the cash box of the household gave some wives the
opportunity to hide cash from wayward husbands. A popular saying went
“1àn ông là cái gi8; .àn bà là cái hom”: “Men are the open end of the fish
trap, but women are the compartment that traps the fish,” meaning that cash
easily flows in and out with men, but women keep it safe. By and large, it
also meant that women controlled their own earnings from the sale of their
own produce or trade. Women tended to control their earnings from trade
and the pocket money they obtained from selling vegetables and chickens in
the market. (This was more so in nuclear families than for young wives 
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in extended families.) The household survey revealed that women’s earnings
from domestic livestock came to around $100 a year, which was usually spent
on essential expenses such as food, clothes, or medicine.

Survey Classifications

By conducting the couples’ survey, I also hoped to determine who controlled
any surplus or discretionary income after basic household needs were met.
Resource theory postulates two categories of income, the first for basic 
needs and the second for discretionary expenses, and that control of income
comes down to who controls the surplus. It defines control over income as
bringing income into the household, managing the income, and making deci-
sions regarding the use of income, thereby directly relating marital power to 
control over income. Because economic contributions in many third-world
households may not be based solely on income (salaries or wage labor), the
concept of income is expanded to comprise economic resources that include
in-kind, non-cash commodities such as food production. Resource theory posits
that women’s leverage in the household’s resource allocation increases when
they bring in valued income – that is, income other than subsistence income.
Surplus income in most societies is valued more highly than income for 
basic needs and is usually generated from salaried employment, marketing,
or entrepreneurial activities.15

I found in my pre-testing, however, that the notion of surplus was prob-
lematical in Quang xã, so I had to define it another way in the survey. I
found that most households viewed basic necessities as including food, 
education, clothing, medicine, and house repairs. The economy in the xã
was still largely a subsistence one centered on ensuring self-sufficiency in food.
Although the economic context in Quang xã in the 1990s was not yet con-
sumerist, neither was it characterized by conditions of widespread economic

Table 4.2 Who Holds Family Cash

Me My spouse Both

Wife Husband Wife Husband Wife Husband 
% % % % % %

51.8 12.3 11.4 50.9 24.5 23.6

My mother My spouse’s mother Others

Wife Husband Wife Husband Wife Husband 
% % % % % %

0.0 5.9 4.5 0.0 5.1 4.1
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scarcity. Concerned about producing sufficient food to live on and/or earn-
ing enough cash to supplement their mostly inadequate supplies of rice, 
Quang xã households relied on farming as their economic base and used the
market and outside jobs for extras. Most households raised secondary crops
such as vegetables or fruit as well as domestic livestock for sale in the market
to meet their need for cash. Although they were engaged in spending, the
concept of extra income did not seem to enter the thinking of most residents.
But xã residents did think in terms of “big expenses,” a concept that I adopted
in place of surplus. Such expenditures included housing, land, large pieces 
of furniture, household conveniences such as televisions and motorbikes, 
elaborate family commemorations (gin/Tbt, as well as weddings and funerals), 
investment opportunities, children’s education, and trips to famous pagodas
or to Hanoi for reasons other than subsistence or the essentials of life. There-
fore, I classified these items as major household matters in the survey.16

Based in my earlier findings, I designed the questionnaire to address three
clusters of issues. The questionnaire asked married couples to identify who
made the decisions for each of the following categories of decisions: chil-
dren, economic activities, and major household matters. According to my
conversations with villagers, big expenses included major house renovations
and repairs ($3,000 to $10,000), upgrading the family’s means of transportation
from bicycles to motorbikes ($1,000 for a used bike to $3,000 for a new Honda),
and purchasing wooden furniture ($50 to $500). Expenses for family cere-
monial occasions such as weddings and gin/Tbt ran between $200 and
$1,000. Sometimes families sold rice they had harvested for daily expenses,
and a decision had to be made on how much to sell. Medicine and clothes
constituted small expenditures, although they were highly variable from 
family to family. Big expenses exceeded what was needed for basic sustenance
and mostly required cash, thus implying surplus income in that they were
not strictly necessary for survival.

The second broad area of decisions that most households dealt with in the
mid-1990s comprised agricultural production, paid work outside agriculture,
and family business activities, all of which I identified in the questionnaire
as economic activities. Most households grew one or two crops of rice each
year, requiring start-up costs (capital, vdn) of about $100 for seeds, fertilizer,
pesticides, and/or renting the services of a buffalo or a plowman. Only about
one in four or five families owned their own buffalo. Crops grown for trade
(buôn bán) required about the same start-up cost. Start-up costs for raising
domestic livestock were less. Rice seeds were purchased for the spring crop
in January and sown in flats near the house. The cooperative gave advice
on seeds and when to plant. When the seedlings were large enough, women
transferred them to the rice paddies for transplanting. The cooperative pro-
vided pesticide services for a fee. Tending (ch/m sóc) the crop required active
supervision and attention to the weather.

As most households engaged in farming and had just been allotted their
own land, these new income-related decisions included when to plant their rice
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crops and whether to grow a winter crop of vegetables. This depended on how
well the spring and autumn rice crops had done and whether there was sufficient
income from other sources to justify letting the land go fallow for the winter
crop or leasing it to someone else at an agreed-upon price. Although it was
against the law to transfer agricultural land to non-agricultural use or to sell
it, families could give or lease land to relatives. Families also made invest-
ment decisions, which included the use of capital for agricultural purposes
such as buying a buffalo, a thresher (tudt lúa), or a new plow.

Another form of financial activity identified by my earlier household 
survey was that money changed hands frequently between families. Villagers
lent and borrowed funds freely, depending on the time of year and their needs.
Poor families approached rich families for rice or cash when their larders
were empty. Lenders outside the family charged interest, so there was an incent-
ive to go to one’s family for funds. Illness and ceremonial or educational
expenses prompted needy households to borrow from friends or family. These
transactions depended on networks and trust. Taking out a loan required
decisions on when and how to repay it.

The third cluster of decisions was in regard to children: how many chil-
dren to have, and about their education, occupations, place of occupation,
future spouses, and inheritance. New decisions in this sphere that required
financial disbursements included such items as the purchase of school sup-
plies and clothes. Poorer parents were reluctant to keep children in school
past Cap II (middle school.) Parents were often very busy working and did
not appear to devote much time to supervising children’s schoolwork.

Survey Results: Control of Economic Resources

The survey results revealed that husbands were the chief decision-makers in
major household matters. Men made most of the decisions regarding major
household expenditures, repairing or building the house, buying furniture,
and buying other expensive consumer items. They also had a significant influ-
ence on the dispensation of other household economic resources, such as land
and property. Men made more decisions, although not exclusively so, about
sons’ inheritance of the family house, land, and property (which were almost
always left to sons). Men and women shared decisions concerning com-
memorative expenses and lending major property. Women made most of the
household decisions concerning household medical expenses and clothing,
which were not considered big expenses by rural families and thus seen as
less important. Men predominantly represented the family in thôn or xã affairs,
but this was not exclusively a male preserve. (See the Appendix, Table A-1:
“Who Makes Decisions about Major Household Matters.”)

When it came to economic and production matters, however, wives made
many of the decisions themselves or shared decision-making with their hus-
bands. Women predominantly made decisions regarding the use of capital
and most matters pertaining to farm and business management. Women were
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more likely to make decisions about the use of household capital for pro-
duction matters and buying farm animals. Not all of these were big expenses
and many could be paid for directly from women’s own short-term earnings.
Women and men shared decisions regarding expenditures for agricultural
equipment, land use, business investments, loans, and selling paddy for
immediate cash needs. When it came to spending larger sums of money for
such items as farm equipment, lending or borrowing money, and scheduling
loan repayments, the women of Quang xã generally shared these decisions
with their husbands. Such decisions also included selling paddy or other items
to meet daily expenses, but in 1996 few families had been forced to sell their
newly acquired goods as they might have had to do if facing an economic
downturn. Although men claimed they made most decisions regarding the
work and duties of family members, wives disagreed that this was exclus-
ively a male prerogative, assigning equal responsibility to themselves or to
the two of them together. As for control of other economic resources, such
as agricultural land, women in Quang xã made more decisions than did men.
(See the Appendix, Table A-2: “Who Makes Decisions about Economic/
Production Matters.”)

Women’s primary role in rice production thus gave them responsibility 
for economic and production matters, and they shared decisions with their
husbands as to whether harvested rice was sold or not. As discussed earlier,
women handled money in the family and therefore were important players
in lending and borrowing household funds. As to planning the division of
labor, women claimed shared decision-making, as mentioned above. Decisions
regarding education, inheritance, and marriage were usually shared by hus-
bands and wives. Thus while women’s economic contributions and man-
agement of family income gave them responsibility in financial matters and
a voice in other important family matters, it did not grant them control over
big expenditures.

When decision-making within neo-local households and extended house-
holds was compared, men still retained their decision-making responsibility,
although decision-making shifted to the older generation. In investigating
possible generational or household differences in these responses, I broke 
down the results by nuclear households, multi-generational households, and
age group.17 By so doing, I discovered several patterns. In most cases, men’s
decision making was maintained across the two generations of adults studied.
The men in the older generation shared decision-making with their co-
residential married son for building or repairing the house and took the major
role in representing the family in neighborhood or communal affairs. In 
production matters, decisions were shared across generation and gender. As
women aged, they took on more decision-making responsibility within the
family. Young couples who lived with their parents shared decision-making
with their parents with regard to the couple’s children. When living alone in
their own small families, however, wives made more decisions. Wives in such
families more commonly took responsibility for representing the family in
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outside affairs and shared more of the decision-making, but still played less
of a role in expenditure decisions than their husbands.

In Mrs. Lan’s case, mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, Mrs. Lan
made most of the production decisions as chief agricultural worker,
although she shared investment and buying livestock decisions with Mr. Bình.
Selling rice and borrowing and lending money was her domain (Mr. Bình
agreed). Mr. Bình took the leading role in deciding on major household 
expenditures and family members’ work responsibilities and changes (Mrs.
Lan agreed). They both shared in planning inheritance decisions. Accord-
ing to their completed questionnaires, they mostly agreed with one another,
although Mr. Bình claimed slightly more decision-making responsibility in
domestic matters than his wife.

The survey data show that when all the decisions pertaining to financial
and economic matters – expenditures, money transfers, inheritance, and 
production – from the three clusters of decisions are combined, men tended
to be the primary decision-makers. Men made most of the expenditure deci-
sions themselves, except for selling paddy, other major property and family
ceremonial expenses (hibu h0). In production matters, however, wives handled
many of the decisions, while also sharing responsibility with their hus-
bands. In decisions pertaining to production, autonomous decision-making
by women was reported in about half the decisions, while the other half were
reported as either jointly made or disputed between spouses. With regard to
children, husbands tended to make the most important decisions, although
here many decisions were shared as well. (See the Appendix, Table A-3: “Who
Makes Decisions about Children.”)

Men made most decisions pertaining to the house, household goods, and
sons’ inheritance, as Table 4.3 shows. This important finding underscores my
earlier observations about the return of religious and kinship practices to
the household. These practices took on added significance in light of the pre-
ference for sons, as noted by villagers, as well as sons’ favored inheritance.
With more economic resources at their disposal, Quang xã households
planned to pass their assets down to their sons rather than to their daughters,
although in some cases, daughters would share in inheritance. Sons’ import-
ance in ancestor worship and continuing the line of descent were given as
the reasons for these economic preferences. Fathers were exerting control over
major household goods because these goods were seen, in part, as assets to
be passed down through the male line.

Nonetheless, women played a role in sons’ inheritance of major property
other than the house and land. Regarding sons’ inheritance, husbands made
decisions more often than wives, but there was shared input there as well.
Women played an important role in production but shared decisions with
their husbands regarding land use, production expenses, and money transfers.
Most couples discussed domestic issues other than major household expen-
ditures before arriving at a decision. By this measure, these couples enjoyed
“equality” in the family, as state discourses would have it. Yet women
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acknowledged they did not share responsibility with their husbands in all
decisions. In terms of overall control of economic resources, they acknow-
ledged, men had more control than women.

I also wished to see if the relationship between income and decision-
making held when women who reported they contributed more than half of
their households’ income – that is, to learn whether they had more input into
household decision-making. The data in Table 4.4 show they did not. Even
in households where women brought in more income than their husbands,
men still made the big decisions, mostly by themselves, regarding major 
household matters.

As for representing the family in the thôn and the xã, the data in Table 4.4
also show that major economic contributions to the household by women
did not change their under-representation. The decisions reflected in that 
table were made by either men or women exclusively, with little shared 
decision-making. This pattern changed when it came to economic and pro-
duction decisions, where there was a stronger relationship between wives’ 
primary economic contribution and decisions regarding production matters,
as demonstrated in Table 4.5.

Thus the overall results showed that men brought in more income than
women and tended to control the economic resources of the household. Men’s
control over decision-making was stronger than women’s decision-making,
particularly when decisions were weighed in terms of importance. Women
shared decisions with their husbands in agricultural and some economic and
financial matters and in some matters relating to children, but on the most
important household matters, men made more decisions than women did.
In providing most of the income to the household and in its most valued
form, cash, and by making the “big decisions” and controlling the economic
resources of the household, men therefore controlled the “surplus.” Women
surely brought in economic resources, managed the money, and controlled
some economic assets, giving them some decision-making responsibility, yet
even in households where wives contributed more income than husbands,
men still made the most important decisions. Thus while women may have used
bringing income into the family as a bargaining chip for a more active voice
in decision making, an increase in their income-earning capacity appears not
to have significantly altered the balance of decision-making in their relations
with their husbands or his family as a whole. Therefore high income-earning
capacity and money management on the part of women did not, in them-
selves, guarantee parity in decision-making between spouses.18

Couples Interviews

To explore married couples’ values and attitudes about men’s and women’s
economic responsibilities and financial management and to probe more
deeply into the gender conceptions and discourses that lay behind the pat-
terns uncovered in the survey and thus gender hierarchies in the household,
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I used data from detailed interviews with 20 households that had particip-
ated in the surveys. In these interviews, I also sought to clarify the normative
standards of what made someone a “good wife” or a “good husband,” how
wives and husbands viewed “proper” gender behavior, ideal family relationships
and responsibilities, and xã residents’ conceptions of “gender equality.” I inter-
viewed both husbands and wives, together and alone, and tried to assess the
differences and commonalities in their discourses.19

In my interviews, almost all xã couples spoke of men as being “the most
important member of the family.” Both men and women almost universally
expressed the view that men were the “pillars of the family” (trE cIt trong
gia .ình). This was repeated so often as to seem almost a cliché. When asked
to explain why men were the “pillars,” both men and women invariably
answered that men do “the heavy work” in the family, shoulder the major
responsibilities (có trách nhiGm chính), and take care of the family’s internal
and external relations (quan hG .di nIi, .di ngoAi). For instance, Mrs. Lan,
mentioned earlier, said that men should do all the heavy and “big” work in
the family. Even if all that a man took care of was plowing and building or
repairing the house this should still give him a high position in the house-
hold, like “the roof of the house,” (nhO nóc nhà). Women’s work, in contrast,
was “lighter” and “smaller” (nh#ng viGc nhB nhàng và nh8 hNn).

Both men and women villagers said women “only” did domestic work 
(viGc gia .ình): house labor (nIi tr}), going to market, and taking care of
children. Women’s work also included tending the animals and garden and
agricultural labor (.ing áng). Although work in the fields could be quite phys-
ically taxing, it was nonetheless considered lighter because it was women’s
work. Men I talked to reported that they would perform domestic work if
their health was poor or were at home on pension, but otherwise considered
it beneath them. Some women believed men should help out at home, and
their spouses may have concurred, especially if women had jobs outside the
home. But as one xã resident said, helping out at home could put some men
at risk socially: other people could accuse them of giving too much power
to their wives (trao quygn cho v}).20

Mr. Lê S( Vinh, age 55, the farmer and plowman with four sons men-
tioned in the previous chapter, provided an example:

Q: Do you think men are more important in the family than women?
A: I think the man is more important to some extent. But women make many

important decisions in the family. That is the reality. There are matters
I decide. But in running the household and doing the housework, women
make the decisions. Men have the reputation as the decision makers, but
it’s the women who make most of the decisions. In generations past, 
people used to say “the strength of a boat lies in its rudder, a lucky girl
has a good husband”. That is correct in theory only.

Q: If a wife has to travel far from home to go to work and her husband has
to look after house and home, will there be trouble between them?
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A: In this case, I think that it is hard to say because every family has its own
circumstances. We don’t have such a situation in my household. The chil-
dren [my sons and daughters-in-law] work at home, so there aren’t any
conflicts like that. But many families experience this type of situation.

Q: If a wife earns substantial income, will her husband feel inferior [m)c 
c5m]?

A: I think there are cases like that. There are also families where the hus-
band and the children do not earn much but the wife does.

Q: Would the husband be happy under those circumstances?
A: The husband would not be very happy.
Q: In your view, when a woman lives with her husband’s family and earns

more money than he does, should her views carry substantial weight in
the family?

A: Of course.
Q: Why?
A: Because she is the boss [ch9 quygn] in the family, because whatever 

happens, you still have to have money. The person who earns high income
is bound to have an important voice. Definitely so. If the husband makes
less money than his wife, and she makes more money [than he does],
the wife carries more weight than the husband.

Another respondent who believed there would be conflicts if women earned
more money than their husbands was Mr. Lê H5i Quang, the ambitious 
36-year-old military veteran and budding entrepreneur with a young wife. 
Mr. Quang believed men should assume the major responsibilities in the 
household and be “role models” (gONng mku) for their wives and that wives
should not work outside the home. He was asked what he would do if his
shop failed financially:

Q: . . . if you really want to make money but you can’t, what would your
feelings be about this?

A: In that case I will look for other ways to make money . . . and I would
want my wife to make money so that we [would] have enough to eat
and to live on, and in this case I would have a different perspective on
it. But the main thing is when the husband makes the most money in
the family, the wife should be more concerned with family matters than
with supporting the family. Especially the wife should take care of the
inner family and make sure the outer family is also kept in mind. The
second thing is that in the work at home, the wife has to devote her atten-
tion to raising the children. It is not only me who thinks like this. They
don’t say so, but there are women who feel that they work very hard
but don’t have [commensurate] authority. A man should pay attention
to his work when he is 36 to 40 years of age when his children are grow-
ing up and his family is stable; this is the time he needs to succeed in
his work. This is the way business people think. But for some other 
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people, they think the best solution is to let their wives make a lot of
money. But when wives make a lot of money, this is not suitable for the
[Vietnamese] family. If husband and wife both want to engage business
endeavors, some conflicts will occur. The main thing is that women 
who make [a lot of ] money is inappropriate in the family setting. With
two people earning a living, there will inevitably be a problem.

Mr. V> V/n Nguyên, a farmer, said if the husband “doesn’t know how 
to behave and does not value the income his wife brings in,” there could 
be a problem in their relationship. If the husband insisted on maintaining
his position as head of the household and his wife “expressed contempt” 
for him because he earned less money, there would be a problem. But if 
the wife continued to defer to her husband, Mr. Nguyên clarified, the hus-
band “would not have a problem” if his wife earned more money than he
did.

Mrs. Lan, however, voiced a different view, one shared by most of the
women interviewed:

In general, whoever makes money in the family is appreciated. Then 
we can have normal relations [bình thOXng hóa, i.e., equal relations 
between husband and wife] in the family. The most important thing is
to pay mutual respect [tôn trDng nhau] to each other; then there won’t
be any difficulties.

Mrs. Lan believed that husbands and wives should show “respect” (tôn trDng)
to one another, by which she meant that husbands should not impose their
views unilaterally on their wives.

Generally speaking, xã residents saw men as being responsible for bring-
ing in more money (kibm nhigu tign hNn) than women. If women made more
money than men, the respondents reported, there could be conflicts (mâu thukn)
in the family, even the absence of tình c5m (love and emotional attachment).
Villagers, especially men, noted that this could lead to a superior attitude
and a lack of respect for their husbands (coi thOXng ching). A man who was
dependent ( phE thuIc) on his wife financially, they reported, would feel shame
(m)c c5m). If he was totally dependent on her, she could tell him that she
fed him and that he did not know how to do anything.21

Other villagers I talked to evaluated both men and women in terms of their
prestige (uy tín) or standing in the family. Some women achieved influence
(tibng nói) in their husbands’ families by virtue of their personal qualities or
wealth, but rarely due to their social position or rank outside the family. Thus
women who brought in income did so for the benefit and betterment of their
families, not for their own personal enhancement.

One woman said that women who made more money would have more
prestige and their voice in family affairs would carry more weight; husbands
would respect them more. If a woman earned a lot of money, she might
deservedly achieve a higher position (uy tín) in the family. But at the same
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time, she claimed, a wife should not act “like a husband” or think she is
superior just because she had an important job. Another resident, however,
noted the problems that this increased status could cause for a woman:

In general, when a girl is engaged in social activities (làm công tác xã
hIi) and proves she is more adept than a man, she may have difficulty
in getting married. If a wife makes a lot of money, then her position is
higher than the man’s. But the man will feel inferior because men think
that they should do the big things and women the small things.

Almost universally, however, villagers held that women were just as respon-
sible for the economic sustenance of the family as were the men. Mr. Nguyln
Bá HiGp said that equality for women also meant “the responsibility to earn
money should be shared by everybody. Women have to make money and
take care of their husband just like men do.”

But some men expressed a deep ambivalence about women’s being
exposed to society by working outside the home. When asked whether it was
beneficial if women made more money than their husbands, Mr. Nguyên dis-
played these mixed feelings:

A: Women who make more money than their husbands is good, but they
are exposed more in society [va chAm xã hIi nhigu].

Q: Will men feel shame?
A: Of course they will.
Q: Women who make more money than their husbands, are these abnormal

cases?
A: The husband has to inquire with her about the kind of work she does, 

if her income comes from legal sources or not; if her work is illegal 
[prostitution or smuggling], then she has to change. If the wife earns 
good and honest income, then no one can feel contempt for her.

In these exchanges, the issue was not about income as such, but about act-
ing on the power that income conferred on its provider. Men could exercise
this power, but not women. Not all men were inspired by the ideal of the
“good provider,” it seemed, but women were. They wished to be seen as 
serving the family and providing for its sustenance. Men did not appear to
fear women who took over the family responsibilities; virtually all residents,
men and women, praised capable and efficient women, with no hint of belit-
tling women’s accomplishments, resourcefulness, and their ability to work
hard. In fact, describing women as “being able to do everything” (.5m .ang)
was not to damn them with faint praise but, on the contrary, reflected gen-
uine admiration on men’s part. It was even socially acceptable for women,
under certain circumstances, to “switch roles” (hoán vC) with men and still
be admired. In times of economic hardship or war, any way in which either men
or women could earn money was considered desirable. Sometimes women
had to switch roles to bring in more income, and they may even be obliged
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to do “big” jobs. The basic norm was that men and women must both work
and contribute to the economic livelihood of the household. It was better
not to switch roles, but tough times allowed for some flexibility.22

At the same time, xã residents, particularly men, considered women less
capable than men. A frequently cited reason for women’s inferiority was that
they were less educated (trình .I thap hNn) and hence less intelligent than
men, although it should be noted that the average level of schooling in Quang
xã was virtually the same for both men and women – around seven years of
school.23 Many women shared these attitudes with men, or at least said they
did, voicing the view that men were more educated and capable at doing
“men’s work.” Women could do this work if need be, but they preferred not
to. Men’s work required strength and could be dangerous. If men were not
active (n/ng .Ing) and strong or were lazy (lOXi), they deserved less esteem,
according to the women interviewed. Nor did most women see themselves
as capable of making the most important decisions in the household. It was
the role of men to make big decisions about important financial matters 
and of women to make “little decisions.” As Mrs. Lan told me, women needed
the protection of men.24

Men could pull rank and tended to command a wide berth, although they
might be criticized for doing so. Unilateral decision-making and acting in a
high-handed manner (tính gia trO[ng) were seen as bossy and throwing one’s
weight around. Although men were often quick to anger (nóng tính), xã
residents voiced the view that this anger was “natural,” often blaming it on
women, who should bend (nhCn .i) or get out of the way. Male pride (tz ái)
was seen as easily wounded, and as a consequence women, especially younger
women, tended to adopt an attitude of diffidence and non-assertiveness, at
least on the surface. While they might not actually have been that shy or
passive, the tactic often worked, informants reported.

The double standard regarding the exercise of power was thus largely 
unquestioned. Gender roles were clearly defined and delineated. Women were
mostly confined to the family and did most of the highly intensive labor,
while men did considerably less at home and often spent their at-home or
leisure time with friends. Women were judged on the basis of their skillful-
ness (khéo léo) in domestic duties and behavior in the family. They were
expected to focus their main energies on their family, be respectful and soli-
citous towards their husband’s parents, be hospitable to guests (hibu khách),
and refrain from being talkative.25

In my interviews, both men and women indicated they viewed ideal family
relationships in terms of harmony and family happiness (gia .ình hAnh phúc).
Mr. HiGp, a retired state worker who had worked in Hanoi, defined family
happiness in terms of respect for hierarchy: “When harmony reigns in a house-
hold, people listen to one another. It is bad when the father speaks and the
children talk back.” When asked to define family happiness, many villagers
said it consisted of loyalty (chung thu0 ) between husband and wife, mutual
respect (tôn trDng nhau), shared decision-making, having children, and family
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solidarity. Villagers also reported that husbands and wives were considered
bound together by both affection and duty (b&ng tình b&ng ngh<a). Both men
and women valued warmth, harmony (hoà thuFn), and close emotional
bonding (tình c5m).26 They said a “good man” was loyal to his wife, good-
natured, and took responsibility for the family’s economic livelihood.27 A bad
man did not take care of his wife and kids, drank, gambled, played around,
hit his wife and children. The worse kind of man was a thief. A “good woman”
was faithful to her husband and managed the household well (thu vén tdt),
they said. A bad woman committed adultery; the worst kind of woman was
a prostitute. Interviewees praised the model wife as mother and caregiver and
as kind, loyal, solicitous. Chastity for women was fully expected, although
“playing around” by unmarried males was tolerated. Loyalty between
spouses was de rigueur for women, but men’s transgressions were tolerated,
I found.

Reverse gender stereotypes were cause for amusement. Mrs. Nga said that
men should not “wear a skirt” (m)c váy), just as women should not “act like
a husband” (làm ching). She advised that “thrift is a woman’s trait” and
that accusing a man of being stingy was voicing a criticism: men should be
noble and liberal in character, not close-fisted. Accusing a man of “wearing
a skirt” did not imply being prissy in the Western sense but that a man counted
every penny, like his wife, and was niggardly. Villagers held that men should
be generous (rIng rãi) in money matters and general disposition. They
should not be concerned with small change and petty matters.28

As for intergenerational relations, interviewees in extended households 
used many of these same expressions, but the authority shifted to the older
generation. Father and Mother (bd mB) were responsible for the big deci-
sions, were the “pillar” (trE cIt) of the family, represented the larger family
for “external” (.di ngoAi) occasions, and made the most important financial
decisions. The small family yielded to the big family.

Villagers said that daughters-in-law should be well behaved (ngoan) and
show respect to their husbands’ parents.29 They evaluated a good daughter-
in-law by how well she treated her husband’s family (.di x\ vSi gia .ình ching)
and her ability to contribute economically to the household. I found that
mothers-in-law tried to exert their authority and hesitated to share all the
domestic duties with their daughters-in-law. Their relationship was character-
ized by difficulties and a certain amount of tension, placing the son/husband
in a difficult position between them. The stance of mothers-in-law and 
their attitudes toward their daughters-in-law were obviously factors in the
achievement of equality within the family. The interests of the mother-in-law
often worked against equality among the younger generation. As long as the
mother had power in the family, she could hinder efforts on the part of the
younger generation to achieve an equitable balance in their relationship. 
The attitudes and behavior of daughters-in-law also played a role in inter-
generational relationships. They often needed to make a substantial effort
to get along with their parents-in-law.
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Interviewees unanimously expressed the view, however, that relations
between mothers-in-law and daughters-in-law had undergone significant
change since the previous generation and had become “easier.” The relationship
was no longer a one-way street in which mothers-in-law could just point and
have a job done; they had to discuss it with the daughter-in-law or take her
counsel first. If they did not show some respect for their daughters-in-law,
the work might not get done. Strict rules (quy t%c) governing the conduct 
of daughters-in-law had relaxed; daughters-in-law had more freedom to express
their opinions, and if they were not given the chance to voice their views,
the mother-in-law might be seen as the source of conflict in the family. Hence,
mother-in-law behavior was evaluated and open for discussion, just as was
that of daughters-in-laws. Indeed, during my interviews, a few daughters-in-
law expressed the view that some mothers-in-law were hard to get along with
(khó tính) within earshot of their own mother-in-law.

Many of those interviewed observed that daughters-in-law could improve
their position in the family and increase their voice in family affairs by demon-
strating their care of family members and attention to family needs. By that
standard, they could also improve their standing (uy tín) in the household
by bringing in substantial income into the family. However, those who did
walked a fine line: in order to prove their good intentions, many daughters-
in-law worked very hard at home even while working on the outside to bring
in more income. If daughters working outside let their housework lapse, they
could be criticized. Some husbands told me that if their wives were to have
an important job on the outside, they would help out at home, but that there
might be conflicts, as a daughter-in-law’s first responsibility was “taking care
of the family.”

Ms. 1n ThC Ybn, who lived with her parents-in-law, put the matter suc-
cinctly when asked whether contributing to the financial resources of the house-
hold would improve a daughter-in-law’s standing:

This will not improve her standing. In her husband’s family, a wife 
[daughter-in-law] who makes a lot of money will not improve her stand-
ing because of that; if she wants to improve her standing, that depends
on the way she treats everyone in the family.

Another resident, a retired xã cadre, pointed out that if a daughter-in-law
earned a lot of money, she could improve her standing in the eyes of her
husband’s parents, but only if she had low status in the first place. But if
relations were good and “Father and Mother treated all the children equally,”
the daughter-in-law’s contributing more or substantial economic resources
would not greatly affect the equation.

Yet yielding to the ideal of serving the family could place a daughter-
in-law in a precarious position. Not a few daughters-in-law moved into 
their husbands’ families and assiduously “took care of the family” only 
to find that their husbands had more or less permanently left home. With 
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money-making opportunities in the south or abroad, some husbands left 
home for extended periods of time, delegating the responsibility of looking
after the children and his parents to their wives. Daughters-in-law could be
trapped working like maids (ngOXi giúp viGc) in their husbands’ families with
no way to get out. In one family I interviewed, the wife, Mrs. Nguyln Thu
Oanh, had been effectively abandoned by her husband, who had left for
Germany ten years earlier, leaving Mrs. Oanh to take care of their three chil-
dren and his parents. Although he sent money back and the family was one
of the richest in the xã, his wife was exceedingly unhappy (buin).30

Despite their stated agreement with the goal of gender equality, almost all
those interviewed in Quang xã defined equality in the family differently than
as equal or joint decision-making. First of all, xã residents highly valued con-
sensus and agreement (thdng nhat) among family members. Dissension and
disagreement, especially vocal disagreement, were seen as indicative of a “lack
of harmony” in the household. At the same time, almost all women said that
husbands and wives should discuss any important issues before a decision
was made, and that not to do so implied disrespect. If wives disagreed about
a particular matter, it was expected that husbands should try to honor 
their objections. If husbands took their wives’ views into consideration, they
could go ahead and make the decision. For their part, wives were obligated
to show respect and kindness to their husbands and parents.

Like most interviewees, Ms. 1)ng ThC Tám, 26 years old, the wife of Mr.
Quang, defined equality mainly in terms of “family happiness,” which was
premised on agreement (shared decision-making) and harmony:

Q: How would you define happiness?
A: Family happiness is when husband and wife are in agreement and 

harmony with each other [cùng hòa h}p] and both of them discuss and
contribute their ideas to reach a common resolution; each one is con-
cerned about the other person.

Q: What is equality between husband and wife? Should there be equality?
A: Yes, only when husband and wife have equality do they have family 

happiness.

That such agreement did not translate into joint decision-making, however,
was clear from the questionnaire she completed with her husband, which 
indicated that her husband made virtually all the decisions.

Another interviewee who defined equality in terms of consensus and 
harmony in sharing the work of the family, 38-year-old Ms. M( Duyên, put
it this way:

Equality [bình .png nam n#] is [when] both husband and wife join hands
in raising children to behave well and in doing work [together]. Husband
and wife live in harmony, discuss things with each other about work and
their livelihood. As such, they will be happier.
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But Ms. M( Duyên considered her husband the pillar of the family and men
more important than women in the family, and she did all the work in her
household. At the same time, she said she made most of the decisions.

No one interviewed in the xã claimed equality consisted of an equal
amount of power between spouses or commensurate authority in the house-
hold or sharing housework. Instead, women repeatedly said they wished 
that their desires and opinions would be taken into account by their hus-
bands and were satisfied if their husbands showed concern for their feel-
ings and helped them out at home. No one defined equality as a problem of
women’s rights. Hence equality in the family was not seen as granting
women an equal voice in decisions but only respect for their opinions. If 
there were a difference in opinion between spouses, they strongly implied,
the husband’s view would prevail. As demonstrated in the next chapter, 
women’s discourses frequently included statements that wives needed to be
“deferential” to their husbands. This type of behavior was rarely expected
from husbands.

Often villagers praised gender equality and in the same breath claimed 
men were the most important persons in the family. Mr. PhAm V/n Tùng,
age 30, single, and living with his parents, voiced support for gender equal-
ity, mutual discussions between spouses, and common decisions, but also
viewed the man as the pillar of the family and believed that daughters-
in-law owed their parents-in-law filial piety: “A good woman has to take 
perfect care [chu .áo] in doing the housework and respect [hibu th5o] her 
[husband’s] parents.”

Ms. Trfn ThC Xuân, age 20, the newly married granddaughter-in-law of
Mr. HiGp and the daughter of the president of the Women’s Association,
voiced support for gender equality but said that sons, not daughters, should
inherit the family property. When subsequently queried, “So this isn’t really
equality, is it?” she responded, “[No], but this is normal [bình thOXng].”

Some interviewees challenged the state’s discourse of equality. Mrs.
Nguyln ThC Giao, 69 years old, a widow and mother of six children, said
there was no equality in the family, and indeed there should not be: “I 
think the wife must be under the authority of her husband, and they are not
equal at all.” Mr. Quang claimed “a wife should not exceed the authority
of her husband”: “If women gain too much authority in the family, men 
will not put up with it; if a wife is better educated and has a better job, then
her husband will be afraid of her.” His young wife, Tám, was clearly a sub-
ordinate partner and dependent on her husband. Mr. Quang also cited a
conflict “in some people’s eyes” between the state’s promotion of social equal-
ity for women and women’s happiness in the family. Perhaps for this rea-
son, Mr. Quang, a party member, was at first reluctant to give his real views
about proper gender roles and his strong views about men’s authority in the
family.

Fellow party member Mrs. PhAm ThC Mbn, age 58, voiced a different view.
Mrs. Mbn had served as a cadre in women’s work (công tác phE n#) in 
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a textile factory for many years, and just before 1xi MSi was officially
announced had opened a shop renting wedding apparel on the main road.
According to Mrs. Mbn,

In our family, it is not like this. But in general, when a girl participates
in social activities [làm công tác xã hIi] and proves she is more adept
than men, she may have difficulties getting married. If a wife makes a
lot of money, then her position is higher than the man’s. Then the man
will feel inferior because men always think they should do the big things
and women small things.31

Hence, although family discourses by and large stressed men’s dominant 
status, the higher value of men’s work, and harmony in the family, there
were some notable fault lines among villagers’ discourses and household 
gender practices. In Mrs. DONng ThC Lan’s case, she managed the house-
hold finances and made the farming decisions. Her husband, Mr. Bình gave
her all his income, and she made most of the spending decisions, except for
large expenditures. Mrs. Lan was the head of the household, and she and
Mr. Bình believed that gender equality had been achieved. As in other such
cases, women heads exercised this function with ease and with no apparent
diffidence or defensiveness; no one seemed to believe this was abnormal, and
their husbands usually accepted this state of affairs. Wives in these house-
holds were usually the chief decision-makers in production matters, managed
the household purse, and shared other household decisions. These decisions 
sometimes involved considerable expenditures and cash transfers. Like some
of the other couples I interviewed, Mrs. Lan and Mr. Bình both freely men-
tioned to me the many decisions that they discussed and shared together.
They therefore exemplified some of the more modern attitudes associated
with what state discourses were promoting as “equality families,” even
though they accepted gender hierarchy, and as in Mrs. Lan’s case, consid-
ered “men more important than women in the family.”32

The majority of Quang xã households, however, exemplified another 
pattern. In Mr. Quang, Mr. Vinh, and Mr. Nguyên’s households, these hus-
bands were heads of their households, managed the budget, made most of
the decisions, and controlled the economic resources of the household. In
these families, men provided the chief financial support and their wives were
junior partners. Here, men’s discourses about their own roles and those of
their wives pointed to the existence of a conflict between women’s work in
the family and earning money outside the home. These men did not wish to
be seen as dependent on their wives’ income, as it would bring them shame.
Yet, on the whole, Quang xã villagers generally believed women’s income-
earning capacity was important and indeed essential to family welfare. Thus
discourses in the xã about gender roles and equality were inconsistent across
households and seemed to reflect tensions about changing women’s roles and
their public and private duties.
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Conclusion

In general, men in Quang xã families made most of the decisions in Quang
xã despite the fact that women made significant and sometimes greater 
economic contributions than their husbands to the household. Power in 
the family, most people agreed, was mainly a paternal affair. As Mrs. PhAm 
ThC Hai put it, “In this xã, people give prominence [.g cao] to men.” This
prominence was reflected in men’s being given responsibility for major
expenditures and some production decisions. It was also reflected in men’s
decision-making regarding children’s occupations and inheritance of family
property. In interviews I found that families preferred the birth of sons over
that of daughters, and the survey showed a marked preference for inheri-
tance for sons only, despite national laws to the contrary. As discussed in
Chapter 3, leadership in the family was linked to the head of the household.
Xã residents said men were the “real” heads of the household because they
decided major matters and took the major responsibility in the family.

Wives did not overtly contest their husbands’ status and discourses,
claiming to be content to let men make the “big decisions.” Thus women did
not seem to place a high value on equality in the family in terms of demand-
ing an equal voice in family decisions. Rather their priorities included 
harmony or consensus between themselves and their husbands, respect for
their opinions, and a desire to be treated well. It was also clearly difficult
for women to act on the power that high income might confer on them.
Although xã residents valued women’s economic contributions, they stated
that women’s earnings would not increase their prestige in the family.33

Discourses about male dominance and women’s lower status not only
undermined women’s economic initiatives but were at variance with the 
state’s promotion of gender equality. Yet women’s economic responsibilities
in Quang xã had increased as a result of 1xi MSi, and they believed in 
sharing control over the household’s economic resources. The survey data
showed that wives expected, at the very least, that the dispensation of the
household’s resources would be shared, that is, based on discussion and 
common resolution with their husbands. Yet when women controlled 
budgetary, production, and spending decisions, this discretion was rarely
reflected in their family’s discourses.

The model of the equality family (gia .ình bình .png) promoted by the
state seemed to mean, above all, shared decision-making between wives 
and husbands. By this standard, Mrs. Lan and Mr. Bình were an equality
family. But equality families were not the majority in Quang xã. Quang xã
families seem to have begun to exemplify greater gender equality because
husbands and wives were jointly making decisions about the economic
resources in their households. Yet shared decision-making could just as 
easily be interpreted as a cultural preference for consensus and harmony 
in the family, thus revealing the fundamental contradiction at the heart 
of building cultured and equality families. Behind all the talk about shared

        



Married couples and equality families 131

decision-making and equality families lay the continuing reality of unequal
power relations between husbands and wives.

1xi MSi had created new potential for household-based economic accu-
mulation, and men were exerting control over these new assets. This was 
clearly the case in Mrs. Lan’s and Mr. Bình’s household, where Mr. Bình
was able to take advantage of the economic opportunities created by 1xi
MSi and increase his income-earning capacity. Mrs. Lan’s former status as
a state worker had declined as she was thrown back into less remunerative
agriculture work. Yet economic forces had encouraged them to work jointly
as a conjugal unit and plan their financial affairs and future together. All in
all, Mrs. Lan and Mr. Bình’s attitude toward the economic reforms was 
positive. They felt that although everyone had to work to get money and
the future was very uncertain, Mr. Bình could now earn more money than 
he had as a state worker. Mrs. Lan even believed that 1xi MSi had created
more favorable conditions for husbands and wives to participate in social
activities (công tác xã hIi), such as social gatherings in the neighborhood
and political meetings, even though her own employment prospects had
declined.

Although most families in Quang xã did not fit the state’s definition 
of equality families, women’s deference to men in the family and family 
harmony discourses were by and large, in line with the state’s new empha-
sis on the household as the site of production and reproduction. The state
had turned to the family as a social anchor through its promotion of tradi-
tional Vietnamese values and of cultured families. Discourses about family
consensus and harmony were central to the state’s post-Confucian cultural
initiatives. Women’s relative lack of power in the family in proportion to
their economic contribution thus reflected these reconstructed patriarchal 
values.

Notes

1 Resolution 04-BCT, 1994, issued following the establishment of the Central
Steering Committee on a Civilized Way of Life and Cultured Family.

2 The visits with Mrs. DONng ThC Lan and Mr. Ngô 1Tc Bình took place in April
1996. Mrs. Lan had formerly worked for a branch of the May 19 Textile Mill
located in the xã, and Mr. Bình for a state construction company. Their economic
level was average for the xã, but well-off compared to the rest of the Red River
delta. Lan had completed seventh grade (out of ten), while Bình had left school
after fourth grade.

3 Chief among these theorists is Rae Lesser Blumberg. See Blumberg, Gender;
Blumberg et al., Engendering.

4 Blumberg, “Income.”
5 Decision-making cannot capture all the aspects of how power is exercised in

Vietnamese households. First, not all decisions may be made at a conscious, 
rational level by independent actors nor lend themselves to the kind of zero-sum
or win/lose contest implied in a decision-making approach. Although family 
members in Quang xã strategized to maximize their goals and outcomes and 

        



132 Married couples and equality families

relished “playing the game,” they often did so on different levels. For instance,
women more often than men may have tried to maximize outcomes for others
beside themselves. Second, men in Quang xã did not always directly exercise their
power, and part of their power lay in others’ anticipation of their exercising power.
Thus power in Quang xã had both active and passive characteristics, silent and
overt qualities. “Authority” was often routine, its exercise requiring virtually no
overt discussion, although matters that involved discussion, debate, or provoked
disagreement would trigger the mechanism of someone’s stepping in and mak-
ing the final decision. “Silent” power-holders often wished to stay out of routine
decision-making so as to hide or protect their power, saving it for more important
battles. This type of non-activated power-holding, which is quite common among
senior males in Vietnamese families, is not well captured by a decision-making
model. In Quang xã, Mr. Nguyln Bá HiGp’s family was a good example. When
he retired from the Ministry of Culture in Hanoi, Mr. HiGp returned to the family
compound in Quang xã to live with his large extended family. His days were 
occupied with writing sd (propitious characters) in Chinese calligraphy on sheets
of paper that he sold to neighbors as votive objects to burn as offerings to the
god Trfn Qudc Tuan in the temple at the end of his courtyard. Mrs. Nguyln ThC
Liên, his daughter-in-law, age 55, ran the household and attended to all his daily
needs. Mrs. Liên assumed responsibility for the household and made most of the
decisions in the absence of her husband, who was often away on business in Hi
Chí Minh City. But Mr. HiGp, as the senior male present at home, was accorded
the highest status in the household and expected deference and respect from his 
female relatives. Mrs. Liên would not have made any important decisions with-
out consulting her father-in-law.

6 The writings of state gender officials often assume that gender equality is based
on shared decision-making between wives and husbands. This shared decision-
making model implies that women need to acquire sufficient education to become
more confident in their household responsibilities and in dealing with their hus-
bands, the burden remaining on women to improve themselves. See TrONng M(
Hoa and Lê Thi’s writings (cited in Chapter 3). These official works, however,
tended to eschew questions of power and women’s subordination in the family
and the gender discourses that maintain them.

7 Both surveys were carried out by the Sociology Institute based in Hanoi.
8 Most of the couples (52 percent) resided in neo-local households, the rest in three-

or multi-generational households. A third of the sample practiced agriculture 
exclusively, 12 percent were non-agricultural, and 56 percent were mixed-economy
households. About a fourth of the married couples were under 30 years of age, a
third between 30 and 40, slightly more than a quarter between 40 and 50, and 
15 percent over 50.

9 Men brought in more income in all age groups. But after age 60, income for both
men and women declined precipitously.

10 In 1995, women earned, on average, $436 for trade and services, compared to
$1,040 for men.

11 However, livestock raising was slightly more remunerative for women than men
($103 compared to $93).

12 One of the major effects of the economic reforms in Vietnam was the reduction
of the state sector. State-operated enterprises, the main employers in the public
industrial sector, declined from an estimated 12,000 SOEs in 1989 to 6,000 in 
1993 (Trfn ThC Qub). According to many sources, there was relatively more 
equal opportunity for women in the state sector. See, for instance, Trfn ThC Qub
again. More women were laid off from state-sector jobs than men, and women
were thrown back on the household economy for their economic livelihood. 
Trfn ThC Vân Anh and Lê NgDc Hùng note (p. 103) that women’s labor in the
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state-owned sector comprised 46 percent of female employment in 1985, but this
had fallen to 8 percent in 1994, according to the Research Center for Labor Research
in Hanoi.

13 By the end of the 1990s, the private sector in Quang xã, as well as Vietnam as a
whole, had not absorbed all the displaced state employment, nor had the expan-
sion of the household economy fully compensated for its loss. The overall impact
of the decline of the state sector under economic reform has yet to be fully assessed,
however. Incomes from the informal sector as a whole appeared to be higher than
many state sector jobs, except for export industries.

14 Blumberg, “Income”; Treas; Rakowski.
15 Blumberg, “Introduction” and “Income.” Valued income stems from trading 

and market activities in some societies; in others, from office, service, and factory
employment.

16 Spending decisions reflected the post-war mentality in the xã and the early 1xi
MSi economic milieu in which households operated. Decision-making needs 
to be contextualized in time and space, and the distinctions that individuals use
in conceptualizing and labeling certain kinds of decisions and their range and 
importance need to be identified.

17 Respondents were divided into age groups corresponding to the general life cycle
of the family. Married couples under the age of 30 with one or two small children
often resided with the husband’s parents. From the ages of 30 to 45, most couples
were raising children in nuclear families. From age 45 to 60, married couples gen-
erally lived in their own homes with the youngest child in his or her teens to early
twenties, or, if all the children had reached adulthood, with one of their sons and
his family. After the age of 60, most married couples lived with one of their sons.

18 My findings support sociologist V> MAnh L}i’s argument that men make the most
important decisions about how large sums of money are spent. But his claim that
women’s control of the family budget is purely formalistic seems too extreme.
Trfn 1ình HONu’s claim that Confucian norms had so penetrated the Red River
delta family that women never acted as the head of the family and parity between
spouses never existed is also not supported by the evidence from Quang xã. As
we have seen, husbands and wives shared many important decisions, women exer-
cised autonomous decision-making in some production and economic matters,
and women controlled many spending and budgeting decisions. Also, women were
heads of some households, although a minority. Nguyln TY Chi’s argument that
women’s control of the family cash box meant they ultimately decided how cash
was spent, in effect giving them financial autonomy, also seems overstated in light
of the data from Quang xã. Nguyln TY Chi’s claim that peasant women helped
plan the division of labor and contributed their opinions to the education and
marriage of their children (although major decisions were announced as the hus-
band’s in public) is reflected in the data from Quang xã. François Houtart and
Geneviève Lemercinier have similarly argued that women’s control of the family
finances enabled them to control consumption in the family.

19 Twenty households were chosen from a broad range of family types (nuclear, 
multi-generational, divorced, single living with children), economic types (solely
agricultural, mixed, and solely non-agricultural), and economic circumstances.
Some interviewees were widows or widowers. Interviews ranged from two to four
hours, and some families were interviewed twice. Thôn chiefs provided additional
information about all the households.

20 Husbands may be especially reluctant to share household tasks in co-residing house-
holds. See Ngô ThC Ngân Bình for a detailed discussion of this issue in southern
urban households.

21 Some interviewees also pointed to economic reasons (l3 do kinh tb ) for the pres-
ence of conflicts in the family, by which they meant that not enough money was
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coming into the household from male members. Mrs. Lan, for instance, said that
women whose husbands did not contribute sufficiently to the household often
became verbally abusive because they felt they were assuming too big a burden.

22 One of the hamlet chiefs related the story of the former ch9 tCch of the xã whose
wife made the money in the family, and who was a serial adulterer. The cadre
evidently married an older woman, and when he returned home from military
service, his wife’s economic endeavors supported all the family, including several
children. When the man became ch9 tCch, “many scandals erupted,” and he con-
tinued to flirt with other women. His wife, whom he was obliged to respect because
she was “the main person in the family,” was very jealous because “she knew the
character of her husband.”

23 Mr. Lê H5i Quang claimed husbands’ minds were superior to those of their wives,
and that men were reluctant to share power with their wives because of this 
reasoning and their egos.

24 This is consistent with findings in other rural areas of the north that women seek
husbands to provide them with a stable life, which is why many women wish to
marry men employed by the state. See PhAm V/n Bích.

25 Some men used the words hibu th5o, which means filial piety, to describe wives’
responsibility toward the husband’s parents.

26 Mrs. Bùi ThC Ngân, 46 the state irrigation worker, said, “Even poor families can
be harmonious if the husband and wife love each other, the children are well behaved
and well educated, and they listen to their parents and distinguish between right
and wrong.”

27 According to Mrs. PhAm ThC Hai, the retired midwife who ran her household
during her military husband’s long absences, “In my view, a good husband
should be capable of doing many things: earn enough money, love his wife and
children, have a stable job, keep his household financially in good shape.”

28 In Mrs. 1n ThC Nga’s words, “ ‘A man who wears a skirt’ is a criticism, because
wearing a skirt describes a woman. Thrift is a woman’s trait, and if you say that
a man is stingy, this is a criticism. A man must be noble, liberal, and not close-
fisted.”

29 The opposite of ngoan is arguing with Father and Mother.
30 Buin also has the connotation of being extremely sad or depressed.
31 Mrs. Mbn, 58, stressed that the work and responsibilities she had borne during

the war put her at variance with this attitude. She did not believe women were
inferior to men and did not raise her son to expect others to wait on them ( 0 lAi).
Moreover, she felt that women could be just as responsible for representing the
family in its “external” relations, contrary to the Vietnamese custom that men
look after external affairs while women serve as the “generals of the interior.”

32 Mrs. Lan’s in-laws did not reside in Quang xã, an atypical situation, so I was
unable to assess her role as a daughter-in-law.

33 Diane Wolf ’s comparative research on factory daughters in Indonesia and Hong
Kong suggests that differences in family systems have an impact on how wom-
en’s factory income affects their status in the household in newly industrializing
economies. In Java, as she shows, the kinship system gave women relatively good
control over economic resources, so that when they earned valued income out-
side the home, women retained control of its dispensation. In Hong Kong, on
the other hand, women’s lower status in the family gave them little leverage in
how their earnings were used in the household. Since Vietnam reflects aspects of
both Southeast Asian and East Asian family systems, future research on gender
and the industrializing economy is likely to yield important insights on the rela-
tionship between family status and control of income and vice versa.

        



5 Womanhoods and State
Subject-making in Quang Xã

Thu]n: Throughout your life, you have only lived for the sake of your children,
now your grandchildren.

Mrs. Hòa: Your turn will come, daughter. That is how things work. They will 
not change. Women bear many hardships, but also much happiness.
Eventually you will replace me, and my grandson will replace you and
your husband. This will go on, contributing to the strength of this coun-
try. For this, one has to nurture and enrich human attachments and 
affection, doesn’t one?

From the film MB ching tôi (My Husband’s Mother)

Just as relations between husbands and wives assumed new importance with
the advent of economic reform, so too did intergenerational relations between
women in the household. As noted in earlier chapters, 1xi MSi discourses
on women’s emancipation regarding economic development and the cultured
family focused on women’s responsibility for sustaining the household and
maintaining harmony among its members, thereby holding women chiefly
accountable for family progress and behavior. The relationship between 
mothers-in-law and daughters-in-law was seen as particularly important in
managing tensions that could threaten the order and stability of families 
and was a major component of the state’s initiatives to build “cultured 
families.” Family tensions could be acute in co-residing households, where
mothers-in-law and daughters-in-law handled most of the work in the family.
Unsurprisingly, therefore, the state’s new focus on the family specifically 
targeted this often fractious relationship. Starting in the early 1990s, the state-
controlled media started to portray conflicts (mâu thukn) between mothers-
in-law and daughters-in-law as one of the prime reasons for the lack of
harmony in the family.1

As we have seen, the state’s attempt to strengthen and promote harmony
in the family was driven by the household’s important role in 1xi MSi’s eco-
nomic goals and in ensuring social and political stability. State and media
discourses in the 1990s portrayed women both as feminine, modern consumers
and as embodying Confucian family values in their devotion to their husbands,
children, and in-laws.2 This was undoubtedly prompted in large part by the
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state’s desire for the household to assume a greater share of social and eco-
nomic responsibility than before. But official gender discourses were also 
related to the strengthening of state controls over cultural production and
the media, which included the Social Evils campaign. While state discourses
mostly portrayed women in exemplary roles, the Social Evils campaign fea-
tured negative portrayals of women in its crackdown on prostitution and 
its attacks on the media, censoring lurid crime stories and the sex-driven 
commercialization of the press.3

In Quang xã, harmony in the family was perceived mainly as a function
of husband/wife and mother-in-law/daughter-in-law relations. Quang xã
residents talked about mother- and daughter-in-law relations frequently, and
generational hierarchies appeared to be undergoing new stresses and strains
under 1xi MSi. Conflicts between mothers-in-law and daughters-in-law were
noticeable in three of the households I interviewed. One comprised a multi-
family compound where elderly parents living with their two unmarried 
daughters in their thirties shared a courtyard with their youngest son and
his wife and children. Immediately adjacent but in a separate courtyard lived
the middle son and his wife and their children. This latter household was 
on bad terms with the rest of the family and ate separately. Although the
wife complained about her controlling mother-in-law and her mother-in-law’s
preference for her own daughters, the burning issue seemed to be the inher-
itance of land. Many older couples in the xã had given their adult children
their land inheritance and helped them establish a separate household, but
not this family. When asked about land inheritance and this case in particular,
the thôn chief remarked that land issues had become a source of bitter dis-
pute in some families, exacerbating intergenerational relations.

Another case was that of a disabled single mother. The father of her child,
a son, was a soldier stationed in the xã during the American war who had
subsequently left the village, after which she had married an older man 
from another xã and moved to live with him and his mother. Because of her
disability, she was not an active income earner, which put new stress on the
family under 1xi MSi. According to this woman, her mother-in-law had
resented her inability to contribute economically to the household, and
these tensions eventually became so marked that she was forced to leave.
Returning to Quang xã with a young daughter (she had given up her son
for adoption), her own mother refused to take her in because she herself 
had too many mouths to feed. At the time of the interview, she was living
on a piece of land granted by the Land Council because, despite her failed
marriage, she had maintained her registration in the xã.

The third case was of an impoverished and distressed family in which all
of the principal family members were present for the interview: a husband,
his wife, and his mother. The older woman, who was 85, complained bitterly
about her treatment by her daughter-in-law. She said that she was sick and
cried all day, but that her daughter-in-law ignored her. Although she had
three sons, they and their wives all forced her to eat alone. “Daughters-in-law
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act like mothers-in-law these days,” she said. Yet when the daughter-in-law
tried to speak, her husband continually interrupted the proceedings. When
asked what a “good wife” was, the daughter-in-law responded, “A good wife
is one who doesn’t argue when her husband speaks to her.” Her husband
kept the money in the household, suggesting that although the mother-in-
law blamed the daughter-in-law, the husband clearly was in charge of what
happened in the family. I later learned that this family lacked rice three months
of the year, and their economic difficulties presumably had exacerbated their
other problems.

When interviewed, the rest of the families in the xã claimed that relations
between mothers-in-laws and daughters-in-law in their households were good,
possibly due to the cultural and state emphasis on family harmony. Older
women said that their children and their spouses were “well behaved.” Yet
when asked whether conflicts between mothers-in-law and daughters-in-law
existed in other households in their thôn, virtually all of them said yes. These
informants claimed that the women in those households fought with one
another and were verbally abusive, which they attributed to economic diffi-
culties, argumentative daughters-in-law, strict mothers-in-laws, and bad habits
like gambling resulting from the effects of 1xi MSi. As a result, I suspected
that problems between mothers-in-law and daughters-in-law were more fre-
quent in my informants’ own households than they were willing to openly
acknowledge. Although I never actually witnessed such fighting, as I walked
down the brick lanes into the back alleys of the thôn I would often hear sudden
eruptions of women loudly and coarsely arguing with one another.

Given the new stresses on the household and women’s family lives under
1xi MSi and because conflicts between mothers-in-law and daughters-in-law
were a subject of concern in the state media, I chose these womanhoods and
their relationship to one another to explore state subject-making through gen-
dered discourses. As shown in previous chapters, the 1xi MSi state actively
regulated the nexus between the public and private spheres in terms of eco-
nomic policy and cultured family campaigns. The visibility of the womanhoods
of mother-in-law and daughter-in-law suggested that these subjectivities would
lend themselves to an investigation of whether and to what extent state dis-
courses regarding women’s roles and behavior in the household actually
influenced women’s subjectivities and the way women thought about their
gendered practices in Quang xã.4

I thus planned to focus on the subjectivities of mB ching (husband’s mother)
and con dâu (daughter-in-law) in order to explore state discourses of woman-
hoods and the ways women reacted to these discourses. I chose these two
salient womanhoods because womanhoods in Quang xã were, first and fore-
most, family-defined and formed a dyadic relationship in which mothers-in-law
and daughters-in-law were perceived in relation to each other. By examin-
ing the mother-in-law/daughter-in-law relationship, I also would be able to
investigate how two successive generations of women responded to official
messages about the appropriate roles for their subject positions. To accomplish
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these purposes, I decided to assemble a group of mothers-in-law and another
of daughters-in-law and elicit their responses to a film that addressed rela-
tions between the two womanhoods. I hoped thereby to uncover not only
the effectiveness of state discourses regarding the respondents’ gendered 
practices but also how their subject positions may have been shaped by the
varying historical circumstances and political and economic conditions
experienced by each cohort.

By determining the extent to which their gendered subject positions
accounted for the complexities and subtleties of the ways in which women
related to the subject positions and categories constructed by the state, I hoped
to be able to understand more fully the processes of state subject-making
and intervention into the domestic sphere in Quang xã. Theorists concerned
with the deployment of state power agree that social subjectification is char-
acteristic of modern modes of governance, although they differ about the
formation of subjecthood. Althusser, for instance, has argued that subject
positions are formed by state ideological apparatuses that include the church,
family, legal and educational systems, mass media, and popular culture. In
what Althusser terms interpellation, subjects respond to the hailing or call
of these socially constructed positions through the performance of concrete,
institutionalized rituals and practices that prompt them to imagine who they
are in relation to others.5 Other theorists examining the means by which state
institutions shape subjectivities to serve state interests, such as Foucault 
and Butler, have argued that subjects play a more active role in the process,
negotiating their subject categories (such as gender) through an ongoing 
process of contestation, subversion, or even parodies of performance.6

I believed that the gendered subject positions of mother-in-law and
daughter-in-law would provide a useful means of examining interpellation
and subject-making in Quang xã for several reasons. First, as described in
Chapter 1, womanhoods have historically been an essential element in defin-
ing the nation and a key component of state governance in Vietnam. In 
addition, feminine exemplary models have historically been used to hail 
subjects and thus can be seen as a marker of the party and state’s disciplinary
power. Further, the discourse of gender equality (bình .png nam n#) in Quang
xã can be viewed as operating as sign, relaying a message about subjects’
recognition and acceptance of the moral imperative of the state’s right to
govern. Gender inscriptions can thus help reveal the operations of the state’s
various deployments of power.

Furthermore, the gendered identities of mother-in-law and daughter-in-law
went to the core of both individual and collective subjectivities in Quang xã,
spanning both the public and private spheres. Virtually all women in the 
village became daughters-in-law at the time of their marriage and referred
to themselves as such, even if they did not reside with their husband’s parents.
When a woman’s son married and brought home a daughter-in-law, his mother
assumed the identity of a mother-in-law. Only then did she truly become a
wife (v}), a position that accorded her a kind of social parity with her husband.
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In addition, the gendered subjectivities of mother-in-law and daughter-in-law
in Quang xã neatly fell into two generational cohorts with quite different
experiences. The present generation of mothers-in-law had come of age during
the struggle for national liberation from 1945 to 1960, a period of socialist
revolution and state campaigns for gender equality. They had been the first
group of young women to be “emancipated” or liberated (.O}c gi5i phóng),
and their adult years coincided with the American war, 1960–1975. In con-
trast, the current generation of daughters-in-law had come of age under a
completely different set of social and political experiences: reunification, the
return to peacetime, and the drive for national economic development under
1xi MSi. Having reached maturity since the American war, their lives were
oriented mainly toward achieving economic stability for their families.

For these reasons as well as the 1xi MSi state’s desire to maintain harmony
in the family, state efforts to manage womanhoods in the domestic sphere
offered a compelling opportunity to examine how state interpellation func-
tioned in 1xi MSi Vietnam. I decided to compare women’s reactions to state
discourses about mothers-in-law and daughters-in-law by assembling two
groups of women in the xã, each from a different age group. Methodologic-
ally, I felt that juxtaposing the responses of two successive generational cohorts
would provide a useful way to examine the ways in which subjects respond
to public norms and state-hailing functions and whether the interpellation
function of the state differed in the cases of two identifiably discrete but 
successive generations and what might account for this difference. For these
purposes, I chose a popular state-produced film, MB ching tôi (My Husband’s
Mother) (1994), to use as a foil to elicit respondents’ views about mothers-
and daughters-in-law. MB ching tôi had been made by a state film company
and was frequently shown on state-run television, including such women’s
holidays as International Women’s Day, and thus was clearly approved by
the state and mass organizations such as the Women’s Union.7 The popularity
of the film also suggested viewers’ acceptance of and compliance with the
state-promoted modern family model depicted within it.8

MB ching tôi is a war drama set during the American war. It depicts the story
of two women, a widowed mother-in-law, Mrs. Hòa, and her daughter-in-law,
ThuFn, living together in a rural commune in the north. The film concerns
women’s behavior in the family and draws attention to the need to resolve
conflicts and tensions in the family. MB ching tôi was immensely popular
when it came out and won second prize at the 1994 Vietnam Film Festival.
It prompted debate in families, the media, and the Women’s Union, and, as
noted, continued to air on national television in the 1990s. Part of its appeal
was that it included performances by well-known actors, including Thu An
(Mrs. Hòa), Chigu Xuân (ThuFn), and Trfn Lzc (Lzc). It was filmed in 1ông
Anh district and Cx Loa xã. The film is based on the short story of the 
same name by Nguyln Minh Chính, first published in V/n NghG magazine
on January 1, 1994 and later included in the anthology TruyGn Ng%n Hay 1993.9

The film differs in significant respects from the short story, which is told in
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the narrative voice of the daughter-in-law, ThuFn. The film deals with the
relations between the two women in light of the heavy burdens borne by women
in the rear areas. ThuFn and her mother-in-law are shown as having a close
relationship and intimate affection for one another (rat tình c5m), although
the events of the film lead to a potential rupture of that bond.10

MB ching tôi concerns an older woman, Bà Hòa (Mrs. Hòa), who as the
film opens has recently married her only son, Hòa, to ThuFn at the begin-
ning of the American war. The opening scenes of the film show the two women
working together. Mrs. Hòa’s son had recently paid one last visit home before
leaving for the front, and her greatest hope, we learn, is that ThuFn is pre-
gnant. Mrs. Hòa’s own husband had been killed during the French war 
and she had to raise her son as a widow. But her hopes for a grandchild are
soon dashed when she sees ThuFn’s menstrual cloths on the clothesline. As
the two women work together to bring in the harvest, ThuFn’s crystalline
singing animates the fields. Mrs. Hòa’s younger brother, a party cadre, stops
by and suggests that ThuFn be sent to the nearby district office to help on
a public works project. Mother (as ThuFn calls Bà Hòa) agrees, although it
means that she will have to do all the work at home herself.

ThuFn is put in charge of the broadcasts on the loudspeaker system at the
work site and sings over the public address system to motivate the workers.
She performs her job well, but dearly misses and worries about her mother-
in-law. She lives in a room with HONng, who has a crush on Lzc, the radio
technician in the office. Lzc has ambitions to be a mathematician, but he 
is also dreamy and artistic. HONng catches him drawing a female portrait,
hoping it is of her. But Lzc has his sights on ThuFn.

One night there are technical difficulties with the radio, and ThuFn returns
to the office. Heading towards the back room that she shares with HONng,
who has left for the weekend, she discovers Lzc in the office, and his draw-
ing, which is of her. As the music soars, a strong attraction overpowers them
and they spend the stormy night together. Several weeks later, ThuFn returns
home. Mother then discovers that ThuFn is pregnant and collapses in front
of her husband’s altar, anguished by ThuFn’s betrayal but also torn by her
love for her. ThuFn beseeches her to try to understand and to forgive 
her. Mother advises ThuFn that she will keep her mistake a secret, including
from her son, but ThuFn must agree to cut off all ties with Lzc.

When ThuFn returns to the district, she avoids Lzc, which throws him
into emotional turmoil. To forget ThuFn, he leaves to attend university in the
city. ThuFn returns home to give birth. Mother cares for the child as though
it were her own. The women receive no word of Hòa and have no way of
knowing if he is still alive; a common predicament of the time. Years pass,
and when the child reaches five years of age, Lzc returns to the district, 
having graduated first in his class. ThuFn, meanwhile, has been promoted to
deputy ch9 tCch of the district, a position of responsibility and prestige, which
almost certainly stems from the state’s policy of gender equality as well as
her own abilities. Her post is higher than Lzc’s, who is now a district cadre
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in charge of military labor. She is warm and friendly with Lzc but does not
tell him he is the father of her son. Mother, who has moved to the district
to raise the child, suspects that Lzc is the father and that he is still in love
with ThuFn. One day ThuFn receives a letter from her husband at the front
and learns he is still alive. Meanwhile, Lzc prepares to leave for the front,
although he is the only living son left in his family (two older brothers have
already died in the war).

Lzc makes one last visit to ThuFn at her home. As he bends over to kiss
the sleeping child, ThuFn tries to control herself but is deeply perturbed.
Although she has told Lzc that she loves her husband and that a “husband
is a husband, and a friend is a friend,” in reality she loves both men. But
she cannot sever her relationship with her husband, and she cannot reveal
the secret of who is the father of her child. Not long thereafter, the district
receives word that Lzc has been killed on the way to the front. The author-
ities organize a public funeral proclaiming his heroism. ThuFn does not want
to attend, but Mother advises her that as deputy ch9 tCch, it would look very
odd if she did not attend and make a speech. As the ceremony ends, Mother
takes her grandchild up to the flower-decked dais and tells the child to offer
incense to the fallen hero.

MB ching tôi focuses on the plight of lonely women who endure hardship
at the expense of their own emotional fulfillment. Mrs. Hòa has sacrificed
her whole life to raise her only son. She had chosen not to remarry and 
honored her dead husband’s memory by worshipping his ancestors and 
dutifully finding a wife for their son. Now that she is elderly, her heartfelt
desire is to have a grandchild to continue her husband’s line. ThuFn is embark-
ing on the same life course. She is young and pretty, just as Mrs. Hòa had
been in her youth. ThuFn longs to have a child, both for herself and for her
beloved Mother. Given her emotional state, she is vulnerable to the atten-
tions of another man while working away from home. Mrs. Hòa sympathizes
with ThuFn because their situations are so similar.

The central dilemma in the film, however, is whether Mrs. Hòa can live with
a daughter-in-law who has betrayed her son. Her son is a soldier away at war,
and ThuFn’s behavior is not only a betrayal of her husband’s family but of
the revolution. But Mrs. Hòa has become deeply attached to ThuFn, pro-
jecting her own loss and all her hopes onto her. ThuFn’s own loneliness and
emotional turmoil mirror Mrs. Hòa’s, but it is Mrs. Hòa’s heartbreaking
dilemma that most moves Vietnamese viewers. Mrs. Hòa has every right to
reject ThuFn. ThuFn has betrayed her and her son and has compromised the
fulfillment of her duty to the ancestors. But if Mrs. Hòa throws ThuFn out,
she will not only lose another child (ThuFn) but her only possibility of 
emotional and spiritual fulfillment through a grandchild, although not of her
husband’s line. She is thus caught between her formal duty (ngh<a) and emo-
tion or love (tình c5m).11

The film elicited strong feelings from viewers because the mother-in-law/
daughter-in-law relationship still seemed to be a site of ongoing tension for
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many families, as noted earlier. Mothers-in-law and daughters-in-law in co-
residential households often had difficulty achieving a warm and mutually
supportive relationship, and it was very easy for small, petty matters to esca-
late into major conflicts. Both parties usually desired a mutually sympathetic
and affectionate relationship, but they had to work at it. In the film, Mrs. Hòa
is portrayed as the pure embodiment of virtue and as a model for emulation
by both mothers- and daughters-in-law. She teaches ThuFn how to behave
correctly and how to deal properly with her transgression. ThuFn comes to
the realization, under her mother-in-law’s wise counsel, that the death of her
lover, Lzc, has more meaning than her personal agony and that she needs
to honor his sacrifice to the country. At the end of the film, ThuFn does the
right thing by agreeing to pay her respects to him at a public ceremony com-
memorating his death. The main message conveyed in the film is the need to
heed parental authority and the wisdom of the older generation and a recog-
nition that family relationships are bound by duties and obligations that all
women in the family need to observe, for practical as well as filial reasons.

The film also reinforces the stereotypical virtues of Vietnamese woman-
hood: their valour, endurance, and indomitable spirit. The story of Mrs. Hòa’s
endless sacrifice, her unyielding love even in the face of unbearable loss, and
her devotion to her family is a paean to motherly love, family values, and
all that is noble in the Vietnamese tradition. But Mrs. Hòa’s actions also
function to strengthen and redefine the family and its relationship to the 
state being promulgated during the era of 1xi MSi. It is through Mrs. Hòa’s
mediation that her daughter-in-law, ThuFn, resolves her inner dilemma and
her subjecthood as a full citizen in both public and personal terms. The state
appears as the source of redemption in the film, and it and the family become
the foundation and vessel of private emotions. Wayward emotions and 
acts can be understood, redeemed, and transcended through a regulated flow
between the public and private spheres. Both ThuFn and Lzc’s redemption
comes through their service to the state; by fulfilling their duty to the family,
they also serve the state. The state thus deploys its intervention into the private
lives and structures of feelings in the family, claiming the emotional nexus
between the private and the public.

Besides projecting idealized constructions of femininity, MB ching tôi’s 
treatment of male characters also touches upon masculine ideals of virtue.
It is through men’s absence and presence that ThuFn and Mrs. Hòa react
and respond within the film narrative. Ideal male behavior is depicted in 
terms of virility, national duty, and military heroism. ThuFn’s husband and
Mrs. Hòa’s son never appears, yet he hovers over the entire film. Lzc, ThuFn’s
lover, is represented as an erotic, though enfeebled, character who is unable
to assert his masculine authority.12

In order to elicit views about the mother-in-law/daughter-in-law relation-
ship, I assembled two groups of women in the xã – one of mothers-in-law
and another of daughters-in-law – to watch the film and to respond in a group
discussion to a set of structured questions. The two groups watched the film
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separately and on different days. The participants were chosen by the xã
authorities according to my criteria to reflect a range of age, number of chil-
dren, marital status, and residential circumstances. All respondents were paid,
as is normally the case when they attend a meeting in the xã (rural women
attending Women’s Association or Fatherland Front activities are usually
given a small sum of money). The group discussions were held on May 24
and 25, 1996 in a second-floor room in the administrative offices of the xã.
We sat around a rectangular table, with myself at one end and my assistant
at the other. The two of us had watched the film and prepared our ques-
tions ahead of time. We both rewatched the film with each group. Both groups
of respondents were asked to contribute their personal opinions ( 3 kibn cá
nhân), which they did.13 Some of the respondents knew each other, others
did not; the discussions were spontaneous and animated. No one person 
dominated either of the proceedings; none of the respondents were timid. 
If someone did not speak voluntarily, she was asked to do so. Each session
lasted about two hours. The tapes from the sessions were transcribed in Hanoi
and then translated by myself.14

Conditions for selection also included a primary- or middle-school educa-
tion (trình .I v/n hóa), a range of family residential types and occupations,
and ordinary villager status. The first group of ten mothers-in-law ranged in
age from 50 to 68 (b. 1928–1946). Most of these women still lived with their
children, although the majority of them (seven out of ten) ate separately. Half
of the women were widows. Five of the women identified themselves as native
residents of the xã. One was born in the former province of Hà Nam Ninh
and married a man from the xã. Their number of children ranged from one
to seven. Most of the women had some elementary school education, with
two having finished Cap I (elementary school). Only one had finished Cap II
(middle school).

The group of nine daughters-in-law ranged from 21 to 34 (b. 1962–1975).
As a group, they had more education than the mothers-in-law. Almost all
had finished Cap II, and one had finished Cap III (high school). Almost all
worked as farmers and had been born and married in the xã. All but one
identified themselves as natives of the xã; the other was from Nam 1Cnh.
Four of the women in this group were related to the mothers-in-law in the
first group. Eight daughters-in-law lived with their husband’s parents, but
five of them ate separately. Four had two children, one had three children,
one had one child, and two were childless.

MB ching tôi resonated powerfully for women in Quang xã, the group parti-
cipants told me, because it touched upon their deep-felt needs, the extent to
which women are willing to sacrifice themselves to achieve their most heartfelt
desires, and their sometimes difficult relations with their mother- or daughter-
in-law. Some of the older women said they had cried when they first watched
the film. Ms. PhAm Thu Trúc, one of the daughter-in-law respondents said,
“I think that the mother-in-law in the film exemplifies an affection (tình c5m)
that is highly worthy and is characteristic of Vietnamese women. They are
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capable of great sacrifice so that their children can carry out well their work
for society [công tác xã hIi ].”15 This strong engagement with the film
appeared to confirm Rey Chow’s view that film spectatorship is a “mode of
performative, not merely passive, practice.”16

After the respondents watched the film, in some cases for the second or
third time (their previous viewings had been on home televisions), both the
mothers-in-law and daughters-in-law said that the film “very much dealt with
the feelings and aspirations of women” (nói lên rat nhigu tâm tO nguyGn vDng
c9a ngOXi phE n#). Both groups were asked about the degree to which Mrs.
Hòa’s treatment of ThuFn, her daughter-in-law, conformed to real life as they
knew it. Mothers-in-law admired the way Mrs. Hòa taught her daughter-in-
law, admonished her, loved her, and forgave her despite her extramarital affair.
Daughters-in-law, who might be expected to be most sympathetic to ThuFn,
also liked Mrs. Hòa the best of the characters and were moved by the way
she refused to stand on ceremony and keep herself aloof and by her unusual
solicitousness and eagerness to please ThuFn. Both groups were drawn to
the scenes of Mrs. Hòa’s sorrowful plight of loneliness and hard work and
those in which she treated ThuFn with love and affection. Both groups 
proffered that the women in the film, particularly Mrs. Hòa, embodied the
“values and traditions of Vietnamese women.” Both groups explored whether
ThuFn or Lzc, the male lead, was to blame for their illicit relationship. They
also both responded to the issue of the conflicting demands of women’s work
in the family and work outside the family.17

Three sets of questions guided the discussions. The first concerned the 
nature of the relationship between ThuFn and her mother-in-law in terms 
of whether mother-in-law/daughter-in-law relations could be similar to
those between a mother and her own daughter, including whether the 
ideal behavior of the mother-in-law depicted in the film reflected their own
experience. The second set of questions focused on how absolute the values
of loyalty, faithfulness, and adultery were, and when and where they might
be suspended. The third set explored views of women’s work in and outside
the home, which also compared times of war and peace.

Despite some similar reactions by both groups of women, there were signi-
ficant differences between their general responses to the film. The mothers-
in-law were far more positive than the daughters-in-law about Mrs. Hòa’s
unusually solicitous and gentle behavior. In addition, when asked whether
the film reflected their own reality, almost all of the mothers-in-law said yes,
indeed it did; they would have acted like Mrs. Hòa if faced with a similar
situation. The daughters-in-law were less convinced that Mrs. Hòa was a 
realistic representation, most saying that actual mothers-in-law treated their
daughters-in-law only “nearly as well” as Mrs. Hòa in the film. Others said
bluntly that the film did not reflect reality – no mother-in-law would act as
Mrs. Hòa did. It soon became apparent that when comparing their behavior
to the model behavior presented in the movie, the responses of the mothers-
in-law paralleled the official position in the film. That is, they couched their
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opinions in terms of the normative state discourses presented in the film, which
therefore might be called the normative response. Yet when asked directly
whether their own reality matched that of the film, the mother-in-law respond-
ents continually sidestepped the question and shifted to an exposition of 
what constitutes exemplary behavior. Chief among their comments was that
today’s relations cannot and should not be “backward” (lAc hFu).

This question was explored more deeply when the mother-in-law respond-
ents compared their relationships with their daughters-in-law to those with
their own daughters. At first, the mother-in-law respondents claimed that
mothers-in-law should treat daughters-in-law like their own daughters. This
again was a normative response, since state discourses held that progress-
ive mothers-in-law were supposed to engage in such enlightened behavior.
But on further questioning, the mothers-in-law acknowledged that in fact,
whereas a mother/daughter relationship is one of spontaneity and give and
take, the mother-in-law/daughter-in-law relationship is a conditional rela-
tionship. Only if the daughter-in-law shows deference and respect will the
mother-in-law treat her as she might a daughter. A good mother-in-law/
daughter-in-law relationship therefore requires initiative on the part of 
the daughter-in-law, and only after that, they strongly implied, reciprocity.
Reciprocity, they stated, needs to be continually cultivated and maintained
on the part of the daughter-in-law. As Mrs. Chu ThC Sáu described it,

Because the daughter-in-law treated her mother-in-law very well, the
mother-in-law treats her daughter-in-law like her own daughter. But now
she is the person who is closest to the mother-in-law, so she has to treat her
well. My own daughter, although I gave birth to her, became someone else’s
daughter-in-law and lives further from us than my current daughter-in-
law. In the film, the mother-in-law and daughter in law are very close
to one another, like a mother and her own daughter.

According to Mrs. TA ThC Nghiêm, “Mrs. [Hòa] respects and loves her and
she [ThuFn] loves and regards her like her birth mother,” describing ThuFn
as a well-behaved person (ngoan) toward her mother-in-law. When asked
whether exemplary cases like this happened in real life, Mrs. Trfn ThC Diên
claimed, “They exist. There are daughters-in-law who are very attached to
their mothers-in-law. . . . They respect and love [qu3, a term that implies a
hierarchical relationship] the other [i.e., their mother-in-law], who returns the
respect.”

According to Mrs. Lê ThC Nhung, it is the responsibility of the mother-
in-law to educate a new daughter-in-law “from the beginning” (from the first
day she joins one’s family):

Society today does not allow the children to treat their parents or their
husbands badly. You have to tell the children so they know. Husband
talks, wife listens. Father and Mother talk, daughter-in-law listens, and
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we never shout at each other. Otherwise everyone in the neighborhood
hears it and laughs at us and thinks there are a lot of conflicts and con-
fusion in our family.

Mother-in-law respondents characterized the relationship between ThuFn and
Lzc as adultery, but most claimed that it was only fleeting and could not
be true love. On the question of who was the instigator of the relationship,
virtually all the mother-in-law respondents said that ThuFn was to blame.
ThuFn was seen as responsible for letting the situation with Lzc get out of
hand and not stopping it at the critical juncture. Lzc was seen as the victim
in the relationship, possibly because as mothers of sons they were less willing
to attach blame to their sons than to their daughters-in-law. Although their
comments deflected criticism of Lzc’s behavior, their criticism of ThuFn was
also veiled. Rather than condemn her outright, the mothers-in-law attributed
blame by suggesting “it was because of ThuFn that. . . .”

On the question of loyalty (chung th9y) to one’s husband, mother-in-law
respondents said that friendships with other men and loyalty to one’s hus-
band were not compatible. However, if a temporary error was made and mar-
ital fidelity breeched, mothers-in-law said, they would agree to forgive their
daughter-in-law. But that forgiveness, they stressed, would be conditional
upon their daughter-in-law’s behavior. If the daughter-in-law treated her 
husband’s family well, she would be forgiven just once. If a transgression
occurred a second time, she would not be forgiven. For instance, Mrs. Võ
ThC ThO[ng said that

Nowadays, if the daughter-in-law treats her husband or her husband’s
family well, then the family has to take this into account and forgive
her, but if she does not treat her husband’s family well, then it amounts
to adultery, and in that case, no one would forgive her.

When then asked whether ThuFn was a “good” person or not, Mrs.
ThO[ng said,

In the film, ThuFn is mostly a good person and not a bad person, which
is why she treats Mother (mB ching) well and is very diligent at work.
This was a momentary mistake; she was still a good person and not a
bad person.

As to ThuFn’s leaving her domestic responsibilities to work outside the 
home, both the mothers-in-law and the daughters-in-law approved of this
behavior. In the film, work outside the family was justified in terms of fulfilling
a duty and contributing to a noble cause. In this view, Mrs. Hòa let ThuFn
go to the district because her social work (công viGc xã hIi), or working for
the state, constitutes an honor for the household – ThuFn is “working on a
mission” (.i công tác), which gave families social prestige during the war.
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Mrs. Hòa agrees that ThuFn can abandon her domestic responsibilities only
because duty calls. Her work is not presented as fulfilling any personal aspira-
tions on ThuFn’s part, and once the public works project was finished, she
would be expected to return home. Mother-in-law respondents approved of
daughters-in-law working outside the home for this type of work, saying it
brings the family social prestige. Mrs. Nguyln ThC Bdn said, for example,

In my view, I think the mother-in-law acted very correctly. She took care
of all the work at home and did all the work in the fields so that her
daughter could perform official duties [tham gia công tác], and this was
very good.

According to the mothers-in-law, however, if outside work conflicts with work
at home, women’s principal responsibility lies at home. Some of this depends
on the husband’s attitude. If the husband resents his wife’s working outside
the home, the mother-in-law respondents agreed, there would be problems.
It is hard for women to do two jobs well. For a woman to perform social
work well, her husband has to be willing to share domestic duties. If the 
family is not “harmonious,” it is the woman’s fault. If this is a result of her
working outside the home, then she should cut back her outside work and
return to her family duties. According to Mrs. Sáu, for example,

This is my view. If a woman participates in social work [tham gia công
tác xã hIi], then she has to manage the work at home well so that her
husband is satisfied and happy. She should assign specific tasks to each
of her children so that when they come home from school they can help
their mother with work in the house, thus making it possible for 
their mother to perform well in her work in the xã. She has to be very
deferential to her husband. In this way, both household work and social
work can be done satisfactorily.

The discussion of MB ching tôi among the mothers-in-law thus revealed an
acceptance of hierarchy within the family and the ambiguous position of 
the daughter-in-law in her husband’s family. The mothers-in-law expressed
the view that it is the duty of daughters-in-law to serve and be deferential
to their husbands and their husbands’ parents. If there is a conflict between
the mother and daughter-in-law, the daughter-in-law has to defer to her 
parent. Mothers-in-law must ( ph5i) educate their daughters-in-law, advise 
them (khuyên), and correct their mistakes. The daughter-in-law’s principal
responsibilities are taking care of her children and her husband’s parents.
Working outside the family (.i công tác) was discussed in moral terms and
was seen as serving the wider community, a reflection of duty to society and
nation. In contrast, working to further one’s career ambitions, personal devel-
opment, or private income were not justifiable, in their eyes, especially when
outside work conflicted with their domestic responsibilities.
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As noted, the mother-in-law respondents expressed strong approval for
the model behavior of the mother-in-law in the film, Mrs. Hòa, claiming 
that Mrs. Hòa was a noble model that mothers-in-law could learn from. The
mother-in-law respondents had no difficulty in accepting this powerful 
message and the representations of the legitimacy of state intervention in the
film. Of course, it was not difficult for them to identify with a paragon of
virtue, possibly because their generation was habituated to the educational/
ethical functions of the state. These women had lived through two major wars
and numerous mobilization campaigns, emulation contests, and state exhorta-
tions, all of which involved state-driven normative models of behavior. The
mother-in-law respondents did not seem to question this type of state inter-
vention and appeared eager to absorb the lessons entailed.

Turning to the intended lesson of the film, that daughters-in-law need 
to learn from their mothers-in-law, the mothers-in-law were asked why 
Mrs. Hòa decided to hide the truth about ThuFn’s pregnancy from her son.
Most seemed to agree with Mrs. Nhung:

I think that the mother-in-law decided to hide it from her son because
she had only one daughter-in-law and had given her all her love and
affection [din tình c5m cho chC ay], so she forgave her daughter-in-law
in order to teach her how to become a better person, so that the two
could depend on one another [.v cho .ôi bên cùng dza nhX lkn nhau].

The conventional expectation of most viewers of the film would be that no
mother-in-law would forgive such a betrayal as ThuFn’s from a daughter-
in-law. If she did, they believed, the daughter-in-law would be so touched
by this act of kindness that she would have striven to the utmost to be a
better person. The lesson of the film, they responded, is that daughters-
in-law need to acknowledge and heed the wisdom of the older generation,
accepting their subordinate status in the family and the hierarchical relation-
ship between the older and younger generation. For daughters-in-law,
therefore, hierarchy in the family takes precedence over gender equality. The
daughter-in-law respondents in Quang xã took the same point from the 
film, although they did not frame it in terms of mothers-in-law teaching their
daughters-in-law. Rather, what they liked most about Mrs. Hòa was that
she treated her daughter-in-law just like she would have treated a daughter
of her own, loving her unconditionally, treating her decently, and helping
her at home.

Many mother-in-law respondents said that the backward, pre-revolutionary
behavior of the stereotypical narrow-minded, bossy, and accusatory mother-in-
law had to change, as the state instructed. They also said that mothers-in-law
needed to listen to their daughters-in-law rather than just issue instructions
and expect automatic compliance. One mother-in-law respondent noted that
daughters-in-law had to be given some leeway and be able to make some of
their own decisions. It was acceptable for daughters-in-law to work outside
the home. Mothers-in-law should not act in a mean-spirited way as in the past,
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they claimed, suggesting this was the way they were once treated themselves.
In stating their reactions to the film in this fashion, mother-in-law respond-
ents were voicing their compliance with and acceptance of state discourses
about what constitutes proper (i.e., enlightened) mother-in-law behavior.

At the same time, the mother-in-law respondents seemed to still cling to
certain aspects of the old ways. They tended to stand on formality and con-
ventional standards for the way things should be done. A mother-in-law might
be modern and show solicitous behavior toward her daughter-in-law, they
reported, but she would not lower herself by yielding too much; she would
not allow herself to be seen in the position of serving her daughter-in-law
rather than the other way around. Mrs. Ngô ThC Viên stated that “harmony”
in her family meant a daughter-in-law who listened to her:

There have been times when [my daughter-in-law] has done something
wrong, but I spoke to her and told her what it was [about] and said don’t
do it next time. All you have to do is speak softly. My son doesn’t dare
intervene because he sees that I speak softly to her alone and if she does
something wrong I tell her, and thus there is no reason for him to take
sides. Our family is very harmonious.

Nonetheless, mother-in-law interviewees claimed that current mothers-in-law
were less strict and imperious than they had been when they were daughters-
in-law and that today’s mothers-in-law treated their daughters-in-law with
respect (qu3). Today’s mothers-in-law, they stated, should try to discuss issues
with their daughters-in-law and “advise” them in a maternal way. The mother-
in-law interviewees did not seem to bemoan this shift in the relationship, but
rather took it more or less for granted.

The mother-in-law respondents thus appeared somewhat pulled between
the “old” and “new” standards of behavior during the discussion. They tried
not to talk directly about their own actual behavior and may have been 
hesitant to express any possible feelings that conflicted with the socially 
normative view. This response may have derived from a reluctance to 
admit that their own behavior deviated from that of Mrs. Hòa, the ideal
mother-in-law, or they may have been reacting to the presence of outsiders
in the room.18 Whatever the case, they appeared to react instinctively to model
behavior, to changing one’s consciousness through official exhortations 
and political/moral awakening (giác ngI), and this seemed to explain their
approval of Mrs. Hòa’s behavior in the film. Mrs. Viên described how 
women of her era willingly adapted their behavior to statist prescriptions,
or responded to state hailing:

Q: If you were in Mrs. Hòa’s place, would you forgive ThuFn?
Mrs. Viên: You are asking this at a time when in general all of Vietnam

was like that, all our women had consciousness [giác ngI], and
in such a situation, any one would have forgiven her without
exception. That is the truth.19
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The mothers’-in-law ready alignment with the ideal behavior displayed by
Mrs. Hòa was probably linked to the unique circumstances of their genera-
tion. Many of the xã’s mothers-in-law had come of age while their fathers,
brothers, and husbands were away at war and they were left to shoulder the
household work and farm labor alone. Their memories of this time were framed
in terms of the hardships they had to endure, which seemed almost super-
human in retrospect. They were the first generation of women to be mobil-
ized into public service, on either the local level or beyond. They recalled how
they had to sacrifice taking care of their families in order to contribute to the
war effort and national cause. Having assumed many weighty responsibilities
and managed them well, this group of women displayed an outward sense
of self-confidence. Many of them had become heads of their households,
unthinkable 30 years earlier. In some cases, their husbands had been absent
for 15 or 20 years and returned home to changed patterns of domestic life.
Some husbands, of course, never returned. The comments of this generation
of women made clear that they viewed their accomplishments and hard-won
self-sufficiency with pride.

Mrs. Sáu: The following is my view. We were young, and now we have
gotten old. During wartime in the wars against France and the
US, we served in the rear and we were very proud if we were
called to do social work [công tác xã hIi ]. . . . Our xã has had
two women as ch9 tCch – that’s a fact. It is only recently that
men have been ch9 tCch. The women who participated in social
work [tham gia công tác xã hIi ] were very good. They were able
to perform well their tasks for society and in the household.20

Nonetheless, these women also believed in behaving more generously toward
their daughters-in-law than they themselves had been treated in the past. 
They saw their own life course as resembling that of Mrs. Hòa in the film.
They had soldiered on alone for a very long time. Many of them were 
widows. They understood “the deepest feelings of Vietnamese women,” as
they phrased it, with regard to family life and what it is like to work from
dawn to night with little help and small recompense. When their son married
and brought home a daughter-in-law, they found themselves in the position
of a mother-in-law. Their responses indicated they might have been more
tempted to be critical of their daughters-in-law if Father was still present. If
they alone represented the older generation, however, they might have had
to take a more active role in managing the tension between themselves and
their daughters-in-law so as to not offend their children – their son and their
son’s wife.

In identifying with the ideal behavior represented in the film, therefore,
the mother-in-law respondents demonstrated that they readily responded to
the call of the state. They accepted the state’s power to speak to and for them.
For them, the power of the idealizations presented in MB ching tôi was their
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ability to connect them to their past lives, remembered through their pain,
suffering, and memories of self-sacrifice during the war. The film effectively
employed its depicted womanhoods and sentimentality as tools in making
these connections.21 MB ching tôi not only idealized women as social subjects,
but also validated their suffering and pain, thereby exemplifying Berlant’s
claim that subaltern gendered subjectivities are often constructed upon struc-
tures of feeling and sentiment that involve stories of suffering on the part of
women.22 By touching on the deepest feelings of women, the film achieved
a sense of shared suffering among its viewers as common national subjects.
As Berlant further argues, this kind of subaltern pain is intelligible to all
national subjects regardless of their gender or personal circumstances and
thereby becomes part of a national narrative that roots citizens in a political
collectivity. In this way, MB ching tôi helps women gain legitimacy as social
subjects even as it promotes a sense of national cohesion that is conducive
to state governance.23

The film also connects viewers to the state by subliminally reaffirming the
moral guiding mission of the party. By submitting to and identifying with
the call in the film, the mother-in-law respondents implicitly accepted the func-
tion of the party to defend the nation on behalf of all its citizens, including
themselves. The wartime past was revalidated by an outpouring of emotion
and personal sorrow. The power of the film for these women lay in its ability
to re-make this connection and hail the subjectivity of the receptive viewer.
The mother-in-law viewers were emotionally pulled to acknowledge the
authenticity of the idealized behavior in the film and to respond to the 
exhortation to follow the model. To reject the message would have constituted
a refusal to sympathize with the deep emotion (tình c5m) displayed in the
film. In viewing the film and accepting the call, the mothers-in-law in effect 
incorporated themselves into the collective family of the nation. To turn away
from the call would have been to exclude themselves from the collectivity,
putting themselves into what Berlant describes as a psychic position of
extreme moral, social, and political ambiguity.24

The alignment of the mothers-in-law with the ideal behavior depicted 
in the film suggests an almost automatic response to the hailing function of
the state, which raises the question of how much choice they may have 
had in negotiating their subjectivity and whether the public face of the social
subject masks the true dimensions of the inner self. The responses of the 
mothers-in-law undoubtedly reflect the impact of public discourses and polit-
ical indoctrination over decades of socialist campaigns. It is also possible they
gave normative responses because they believed they were expected to do
so. Whether normative responses translate into behavior and practice is, of
course, a crucial question. It is possible that state hailing of ideal beha-
vior has its limits and that the respondents may have been simply paying 
lip service to those ideals. Yet the public norm of the ideal mother-in-law
appeared to be a desirable part of these women’s subjectivities, aspects of
their subjectivity they wished to embrace. That is, the mothers-in-law may

        



152 Womanhoods and state subject-making

have readily chosen to align themselves with the ideal behavior depicted in
the film because turning toward the call of the state validated and completed
their subjecthood. Having internalized public norms into their identities 
and self-perceptions, their responses may not have reflected obfuscation but
rather an ineluctable attraction to the idealizations presented in the film.25

For their part, the daughter-in-law respondents also responded to the state
discourses and ideal behavior portrayed in the film; although of a different
generation, they also accepted the normative and discursive functions of the
state. Like the mothers-in-law, the daughters-in-law in the group discussion
demonstrated that they were comfortable with the gendered discourses in 
the film. In addition to the normative standards of mother-in-law behavior,
these discourses included a definition of gender equality as social equality
and the dualistic notion that although women can perform “outside work”
as well as men, there is a distinction between such work and household work.
Both are “modern” and “public” ways of thinking about gendered subjectivity 
in concert with the state’s perspective. The film also allowed the group of
daughters-in-law to contemplate emulation models and thereby reflect on 
their behavior as daughters-in-law. Unlike the mothers-in-law, however,
they had no illusions about the differences between model behavior and real
life. Many stated unequivocally and quite matter of factly that mothers-
in-law like Mrs. Hòa did not exist. Ms. V> ThC Hing was categorical in her
opinion:

Q: Do good mothers-in-law like this [Mrs. Hòa] exist in real life?
Ms. Hing: I have never seen a case with a good mother-in-law like this.

As noted earlier, when asked whether real mothers-in-law would forgive a
daughter-in-law who committed adultery, most daughters-in-law responded
that they would not. Daughter-in-law respondents consistently said that ThuFn
had made a mistake and that one such encounter did not make her adulter-
ous. Mothers-in-law, as noted, said that one incident constituted adultery,
although they could forgive one such breech in marital fidelity provided 
that it never happened again and the daughter-in-law treated her husband’s 
family well. Where the mothers-in-law and daughters-in-law disagreed was
about what constituted adultery (ngoAi tình) and who was responsible for 
it. In general, the daughters-in-law were less likely than the mothers-in-law
to assign the blame to ThuFn for her relationship with Lzc. In fact most of
them saw Lzc as the initiator rather than the victim and voiced the view
that married women could have friendships with other men and remain loyal
to their husbands, whereas the mothers-in-law were not as sanguine about
this possibility.

In other words, daughters-in-law in 1xi MSi Quang xã had fewer illusions
about the state’s prescriptions about model behavior than their mothers-in-
law and were not as moved by emulation discourses. These daughters-in-law
had come of age after 1975 and identified less with state appeals to raise their
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consciousness (giác ngI). They accepted that the major burden of work in
the family fell squarely on their shoulders and that they could not expect
their mothers-in-law to behave like Mrs. Hòa. Ms. Trfn Thu Hà said that
women’s principal work should be in the family, and if they had to choose
between outside or social work (công viGc xã hIi) and family work, they would
choose family work. She did not seem to resent this, but stated it as just a
fact of life.

Q: Where do you think women’s main role lies? With the family or
in society? Is women’s principal affinity with the family or with
society?

Ms. Hà: I think women lean toward the family. They are drawn to social
work to a certain extent, but their main role is with the family.

Two others echoed her opinion. Ms. Hà said that it was difficult to do both
jobs well:

Ms. Hà: If you want to perform well at home, then you have to drop social
work [công viGc xã hIi ]. But if you want to perform well on the job
[công tác gi8i ], you will have an important voice in the family.

Ms. Hing said women could do both, but only if harmony existed in the
family: “I think if there is harmony, then one can do social work, but if 
the family has conflicts, then I wouldn’t go out to work.”

The two groups of respondents thus gave different responses to the 
ideals represented in the film. The reactions of the daughters-in-law to these
ideals were framed in terms of practical and utilitarian considerations rather
than state discourses or normative principles. Daughters-in-law said Mrs. Hòa
forgave ThuFn because she wanted a grandchild, not because mothers-in-
law should not act in a fashion similar to their forebears. The mothers-in-
law, in contrast, used the discourse of progress and modernity in explaining
the characters’ behavior, repeatedly saying that it was no longer right to treat
daughters-in-law as before. Compare the following:

Q: If you were in Mrs. Hòa’s shoes, would you forgive your
daughter-in-law?

Mrs. Bdn: Yes, nowadays, I would forgive her, of course. In 
the past, it would have been hard to forgive her. She
would have had her head shaved and had lime put on
it. Now it is different.

Ms. Hi ThC Tâm: The mother-in-law forgave her because, although she
was very hurt, she wanted a grandchild to continue 
the line of descent.

Ms. Phan Hign An: She agreed because she did not have any grandchildren.
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Although the mothers-in-law and daughters-in-law all agreed that women
could do work outside the home in addition to domestic work, their reason-
ing differed and reflected the historical and economic realities of their times.
For the mothers-in-law, work outside the home brought the family social
prestige, while for the daughters-in-law, work outside the home brought more
money into the household. Both groups agreed that if a daughter-in-law worked
outside the home, then her mother-in-law should help out with the house-
work – cooking, babysitting, and washing the clothes.

Working outside the home, however, did not appear to be a primary goal
of this generation of daughters-in-law. The image of the socialist woman who
combined both private and public roles during the wars, as promoted by 
the state, was unappealing to them. They did not seem to set their sights on 
public service and did not want to be “superwomen.” However, they were
not unmoved by Mrs. Hòa’s behavior. As a modern mother-in-law, she was
the very quintessence of kindness, since she did not expect her daughter-in-
law to do everything. But daughters-in-law claimed that such kindness was
rare. The daughters-in-law said forthrightly that the burden of work in the
family fell directly on their shoulders, even as they accepted their lack of equal-
ity in the family. They were not cynical about it nor did they verbally rebel
against it. Their understanding of their role is demonstrated in the follow-
ing extended exchange about the sharing of housework in the family:26

Q: Do you think if a woman takes a long-term job doing
social work [làm công tác xã hIi ], her husband should
have to take care of the work in the house so his wife
can go to work? Will it be peaceful at home?

Ms. Hà: If a woman goes to work out in society [làm công tác [
ngoài xã hIi ], then, in the family, her husband has to sup-
port his wife so she can do a good job.

Q: So if he takes care of the kids and cooks all the time,
will he do this willingly?

Ms. Hà: Both of them have to share this type of work between
themselves. When his wife is busy, he has to help, and
when she has time, she will help her husband.

Q: But if you have to work in the xã or the district and don’t
have time to do the work at home anymore and he has
to do all of it, housework, cook, go shopping, which is
“women’s work” that a man now has to do, and has to do
for a long time? Can families like this really be happy?

Ms. Hà: The wife has to persuade her husband to try to help her.
Q: But if he does not help?
Ms. Hà: If not, then the family will disintegrate.
Q: Right. You all said that work at home and work in 

society are connected – that if a wife goes out to do
social/public work for an extended period of time and only
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comes back home to eat and really does not have the time
to do household work, then there will be problems at
home. How can her husband [keep] helping her for
months and years?

Ms. 1n Hà Linh: I think that men would not accept [to live with] a
woman like that. Women can accept doing social/public
work for a long period of time, but men will not allow
women to do so.

Q: Which means that men will not agree to cook on a daily
basis for their wives, right?

Ms. Linh: Yes.
Q: And that such a family will of course have inner turmoil,

is that right?
Ms. Linh: Yes.
Ms. Hing: I think that if a man lets his wife do social/public work,

he must be very caring towards her. He has to make a
big effort, with a great deal of understanding and sym-
pathy for his wife.

Q: Would the majority of men do this?
Ms. Hing: The majority of men would not [agree to live like this].

Ms. Hà, Ms. Linh and Ms. Hing thus distanced themselves from the state’s
idealizations and the negotiation of their subjectivities in the film. Compared
to the mothers-in-law, these daughters-in-law were not as convinced by the 
state’s “consciousness-raising” efforts and official discourses on womanhoods.
They recognized that there was a conflict between work in the family and
work outside the home for women. Work outside the home and any further
education that it required were permissible if money could be earned, they
said; individual needs and self-expression by themselves were not seen as legit-
imate reasons to work outside the family. Politely yet firmly they suggested
that model behavior was irrelevant to their own lives. Daughters-in-law, 
however, concurred with the mothers-in-law that young mothers’ principal
duties were at home taking care of the family.

The daughters-in-law therefore differentiated the normative from what they
could realistically expect from their mothers-in-law. Thus, while state dis-
courses clearly had an impact on the way both groups of women thought
about themselves, daughters-in-law may have compartmentalized more aspects
of their subjectivity than the mothers-in-law. On the other hand, mothers-
in-law found it difficult to separate parts of their subjectivity. Mothers-in-
law appeared to conflate the normative with the actual aspects of their behavior,
possibly because there had been little scope for them to differentiate the nor-
mative from the actual before 1xi MSi.

In effect, the daughters-in-law suggested, the heroic womanhoods and
wartime suffering of the previous generation were experiences that they had
not shared and with which they could not compete. The mothers-in-law 
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had framed their interpretations of the harsh wartime conditions in terms of 
suffering, endurance, and abnegation, possibly with Buddhist overtones but
certainly with culturally validating discourses of Vietnamese womanhood.
The daughters-in-law had not had experienced such suffering, nor had their
consciousness been similarly awakened. Tensions in intergenerational rela-
tions between daughters-in-law and mothers-in-law in the xã may thus have
also stemmed from difficulties in mutual comprehension and communica-
tion between a wartime and a peacetime generation.

Yet the daughters-in-law did not show a tendency to subvert in a cynical
way the subject categories represented in the film. Even when they described
the ideal behavior of Mrs. Hòa in the film as not reflective of real life, they
did so in utilitarian, temporal terms. They said that such behavior may have
occurred during the war, but no longer existed. Therefore, the daughters-
in-law bracketed the state discourses in the film, using their own non-state
rationales for interpreting the characters’ behavior and motivations in the film.
They did not explain Mrs. Hòa’s motivations in terms of modernity or progress,
nor did they refer to past generations of mothers-in-law as exemplifying 
“backward behavior.” They merely interpreted Mrs. Hòa’s treatment of ThuFn
in utilitarian terms: Mrs. Hòa wanted to have a grandchild, which was why
she was so solicitious and kind. In this sense, the daughters-in-law did not
appear to reject state subject-making as such, but used other discourses to
interpret the actions and motivations of the characters in the film.

The daughters-in-law thus seemed to be grappling with the experiences,
models, and values of the previous generation within the changing environ-
ment of 1xi MSi. In doing so, they may have been more conscious of the
contradictions in their own situation. Their responses suggest that a space
existed between state hailing and social subjectivity that 1xi MSi subjects
were normalizing in terms of their own conceptions and reactions to official
messages. That the mothers-in-law and the daughters-in-law used different
discourses to explain the film and their own lives thus not only elucidates
state subject-making but also reveals the workings of 1xi MSi state power
in the 1990s. While some subjects in Quang xã appeared to be interpellated
completely into a subjectivity, others were not.27 This difference depended
on the time and circumstances of their life experiences, which provided the
context for their subject-making.28

As this chapter shows, however, the state clearly had not relinquished its
efforts to influence womanhoods in the family, which the film, MB ching tôi,
narrated through heroic representations of wartime. Gendered discourses 
communicated in this fashion appeared to have had an impact on women’s
subjectivities in Quang xã, at least in the case of the mothers-in-law. These
Quang xã residents recognized themselves in official narratives of heroic strug-
gle; their own experiences of suffering seemed congruent with state repre-
sentations.29 The subjectivities of the mothers-in-law were inscribed on their bodies
in terms of the political construction of their womanhoods, occurring through
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their receptivity to the depictions of idealized behavior that they could 
recognize as relevant to their own behavior and could emulate or not. In
other words, both the mothers-in-law and daughters-in-law could respond
to the call of the model or could turn away from it. The mothers-in-law demon-
strated an unabashed receptivity to state discourses regarding mother-in-law
behavior in the film. For them, the Communist revolution and socialist state
had put a public face on their relationships and womanhoods in the house-
hold. As for the daughters-in-law, their responses indicated that the state 
had greater difficulty in making interpellated connections with the genera-
tion that came of age under 1xi MSi. The “hook” of the state was not nearly
as effective with the daughters-in-law, suggesting that the daughters’-in-
law subjectivities may have been evolving outside state intervention, with 
new sources coming from the media, film, or greater exposure to urban and 
commercial amenities.

Two women cadres hinted at changes that may have been occurring
among the generation of the daughters-in-law in the xã. Mrs. Lê Minh Châu,
the former women’s leader, offered this view: “Television and global culture
have had a big impact on the younger generation [in this xã]. [Younger women]
want to dress up and are more individualistic [than the older generation] and
the aspirations (nguyGn vDng) of Quang xã women are beginning to change.”
Mrs. Lê ThC Thu3, the president of the Women’s Association, said that younger
women no longer wished to become farmers like their mothers, and much
preferred to get a job that paid a salary.

The state’s use of gendered discourses for the political construction of 
subjectivities in Quang xã thus illustrates another dimension of the 1xi MSi
state’s use of gender to intervene into the domestic sphere. The use of fam-
ily-defined womanhoods to interpellate subjects was undoubtedly a contin-
uation of the way women had been used to mark the nation, but may also
have responded to anxieties stemming from the market. The state may have
relied on feminized and sentimentalized images to relay messages because
such images conveyed a universal symbol for all its subject-citizens. At the
same time, state managers may have been worried about losing affective con-
nections with citizens who could have been tempted to stray from the path
and embrace non-statist ways of perceiving and responding to change. In
the 1990s, the genre of family and personal dramas grew immensely in state-
controlled television and other mass media. Womanhoods, as constructed
by these state discourses, leaned more toward kin-defined representations.
As in the case of older viewers in Quang xã, family-defined womanhoods
portrayed in films such as MB ching tôi appeared to be useful vehicles for
the 1xi MSi state to project post-Confucian and family values by making
intimate and emotional connections with citizens’ deeply held feelings and
post-war memories.
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Notes

1 Women’s publications, the party paper Nhân Dân, and state television all pub-
licized problems between mothers-in-law and daughters-in-law in the early 1990s,
suggesting they were sources of family conflict that threatened to “destabilize”
the family. See Ngô ThC Ngân Bình.

2 See Drummond.
3 In the early 1990s, the government tightened controls over the media and cul-

tural production, believing that the press was implicated in the collapse of the
Communist regimes in Eastern Europe after 1989. See Marr, Mass Media. The
Minister of Culture and Information declared that the media was an ideological
instrument subject to state control and that village security bureaus would be given
the power to maintain local cultural order. Party branches at the village level were
urged to be on the lookout for manifestations of cultural poisons and outsiders
meddling in Vietnam’s internal affairs. These concerns were discussed in Quang
xã while I conducted research there, and indeed, the xã was required to monitor
and report on any developments in this area to the district authorities. Both the
police and the Women’s Association were obliged to report on prostitution, and
in 1996 the Women’s Association report indicated there were two prostitutes in
the xã, one of whom had been persuaded to give up her trade. Neither the police
nor the Association was successful in the second case, however, with the reason
given that she liked “to have fun” (.i chNi).

4 The mother-in-law/daughter-in-law relationship in Vietnam was already well
enshrined in public discourse in other ways than those mentioned here. In con-
temporary Vietnamese literature, this relationship has been portrayed as the
iconic struggle between the forces of tradition and modernity. In Nhat Linh’s famous
1935 novel, Breaking Off, a “modern” daughter-in-law struggles to “live her own
life” in the snares of a hidebound mother-in-law. Among 1930s urban literary
circles, young radicals considered breaking away from the Confucian family a 
prerequisite to individual and social liberation. Nhat Linh’s works were banned
in socialist Vietnam until the advent of 1xi MSi, when many 1930s authors 
were rehabilitated. In addition, the most important novel of the early 1xi MSi
period, Nguyln Huy ThiGp’s “The General Retires” (1987, trans. 2003), features
a daughter-in-law who represents the worst features of the reform era – greed,
selfishness, and disrespect for her husband’s father, who served the country dur-
ing the American war. Thus womanhoods were already implicated in and seen
as emblematic of broader cultural forces and tensions in the early years of 1xi
MSi.

5 See Althusser.
6 Butler, Gender and Psychic; Dreyfus and Rabinow. This is not to imply that Butler

and Foucault agree about the means or extent of how power shapes subjectivity.
Butler, for instance, argues that the psychic imprint of power precedes the sub-
ject and that the internalization of norms is not simply a discursive function of
a regulatory and disciplinary regime. See her discussion of Foucault in Psychic,
2, 83–106.

7 Produced and directed by Kh5i HOng; running time, 150 minutes.
8 Television was the dominant mass medium during the 1990s in Vietnam. See

Forrester. In the early to mid-1990s, Vietnamese films made for and shown on
state-owned and state-directed Vietnam television were screened for ideological
and political content. During this period, the Ministry of Culture also increased
funding for films made for television on such topics as war stories, historical sub-
jects, and family dramas. According to my observations, these films were watched
avidly by television viewers. See also Ngô PhONng Lan.

9 See Nguyln Minh Chính.
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10 The film does not take ThuFn as its point of reference and is shot in a “neutral”
fashion, without “much investment in identificatory processes,” according to film
scholar Lan DONng. Personal communication.

11 The film acknowledges a conflict between the rules of proper behavior and one’s
own feelings, which is a “modern” idea.

12 Thanks to Lan DONng for suggesting the defining presence and absence of men
in the film. Personal communication.

13 We started the discussion by asking both groups to share their opinions of the film
with us, saying that it did not matter if they agreed or disagreed with one another
about the film, as our main goal was to listen to all of their individual views.

14 My assistant handled both the mother-in-law and daughter-in-law interviews, 
after my introduction to both groups. We both shared our own family circum-
stances with the two groups. That we were more educated than the country women
undoubtedly had some effect on the tenor of the responses. Both groups of respond-
ents, however, were polite and correct, and the discussions were quite warm 
and friendly. When our line of questioning pushed the interviewees beyond their 
initial responses, they did not appear to hesitate to tell us if they disagreed with
us and were quite forthright in their responses.

15 Part of the film’s popularity results from the cultural appeal of its characteriza-
tions of Vietnamese womanhoods and femininity; Vietnamese living overseas who
have watched the film have also been moved by MB ching tôi. Yet this does not
belie the film’s political meanings, both on an interpretive level and as part of a
project of state power.

16 See Chow 32.
17 According to my household survey, 80 percent of households had televisions at

the time of the interviews. A 1995 Veterans’ Association report noted that 90 per-
cent of its members had televisions; veterans constituted the village’s elite, which
is probably why they had more televisions than other households (HIi Czu Chibn
Binh Xã Quang). Although I did not canvas xã residents’ viewing and reading
habits, television was a novelty in the mid-1990s and villagers were eager to watch
it when they had time. I did not see many newspapers and books in the reception
rooms of the households I visited, but I observed that xã officials read newspapers
assiduously. The loudspeaker system in the xã broadcast local and national news
and party pronouncements.

18 How my presence as a foreigner affected the proceedings is difficult to ascertain,
but both my assistant and I were “outsiders” to the country-women respondents.

19 Giác ngI is a Buddhist term meaning enlightenment that twentieth-century 
revolutionaries such as Hi Chí Minh used in their writings and speeches, giving
it the connotation of political consciousness. Two other mothers-in-law used this
term at the beginning of the discussion. Mrs. TA ThC Nghiêm said that ThuFn’s
serving as a district official was very giác ngI. Mrs. Chu ThC Sáu said that Mrs.
Hòa’s example of giác ngI during the war was very rare today.

20 The terms “công tác xã hIi,” “tham gia công viGc xã hIi,” and “làm công tác [
ngoài xã hIi” generally referred to social work, public work, and community 
work, meaning work for the government (local and central). This included state
factory work.

21 When I first presented this chapter’s findings to a workshop at the National
University of Singapore in 2004, the head of a Women’s Research Institute in
Hi Chí Minh City again demonstrated the emotional pull of the film by telling
me that she had wept when she first saw it.

22 See Berlant.
23 The popularity of films and fiction such as MB ching tôi in the early 1xi MSi

period reflected a post-war national imaginary conveyed by gendered images of
sacrifice and loss, as I argue in Werner, “Between.”
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24 See Berlant.
25 Gal and Kligman argue that public norms and gendered subject-positions in 

post-socialist countries in Eastern Europe can be invoked in any interaction or
instance of use, depending on the position and perspective of the subject. Thus
people’s actual behavior may be affected to some degree but remain resistant to
further change. Subjectivity in effect becomes compartmentalized. (See Gal and
Kligman, Reproducing Gender.)

26 This question was framed in terms of husbands’ sharing housework because not
all of the daughter-in-law respondents lived with their mothers-in-law.

27 Thus this chapter signals a need to reconsider how subjects become interpellated.
With regard to Althusser’s and Butler’s perspectives on state subject-making, the
mothers-in-law and daughters-in-law clearly responded to state hailing in differ-
ent ways, and thus neither can universally explain all types of subject-making. In
responding to the model of exemplary behavior in the film, the mother-in-law inter-
viewees returned to the source – the party/state – for a reiteration of their political
subjectification, as Althusser would say, reconstituting themselves as political sub-
jects. The rapid alignment of the mothers-in-law with the ideal behavior depicted
in the film suggests an almost automatic response to the hailing function of the
state, more closely approximating Althusser’s model, while the responses of 
the daughters-in-law responses more closely reflect Butler’s work on gender per-
formance and the subversion of subject categories. Yet pace Butler, neither 
the mothers-in-law nor the daughters-in-law showed any tendency to subvert the 
subject categories represented in the film, since their reactions to the normative
models in the film displayed neither cynicism nor irony. Butler discusses
Althusser at length in The Psychic Life of Power (5, 106–132), arguing that inter-
pellation theory cannot account for how conscience operates “as the psychic oper-
ation of regulatory norms,” a process which needs to occur prior to the “turn”
of the subject toward the call or interpellation. She suggests that subjectivity is
formed before hailing occurs, that rituals do not produce subjects, and that sub-
jects are predisposed to being hailed.

28 By historicizing and contextualizing viewers’ responses as well as the political 
purposes for which the film was made, this chapter also tries to strike a balance
between the ideological and resistant models within film theory. The ideological
approach argues that the cinematic apparatus interpellates viewers into essentialist
positions of subjecthoods, viewing pleasure as a form of cultural domination in
which viewers are complicit with an oppressive sexual regime, dupes of a cultural
industry. The resistant model, influenced by Gramsci, attributes power to the sub-
ject and recognizes his/her ability to negotiate with the dominant discourse and
intervene in signification. In the ideological model, pleasure is part of a top-down
cultural apparatus that is deceptive in nature and conceals its political purposes;
in the resistant model, spectators construct their own meanings and produce a 
multiplicity of readings. The findings in this chapter suggest that neither model
is universally applicable. (See Cook and Bernink 371.)

29 The 1xi MSi state has continued to be heavily involved in the construction and
narration of heroic histories and national commemorations of the wartime 
and revolutionary past. (See, for instance, Giebel.)

        



Conclusion

My purpose in undertaking this study was to examine gender hierarchies,
gendered discourses, and the relationship between the public/private divide
in Vietnam. I was particularly interested in exploring the paradox that while
women exercised considerable formal power in Vietnam, they appeared to
have considerably less power within the setting of the family. To conduct 
an empirical investigation of this seeming contradiction, I had traveled to
Quang xã, a village in northern Vietnam, to examine gender relations in the
family and the effects of state power on the household. The data I collected
in this village, as discussed in the preceding chapters, revealed that “gender
equality” in Vietnam is a complex and multi-faceted phenomenon in both
the private and public spheres. In this chapter, I explore the ramifications
of these findings for Vietnamese women and for three areas of current schol-
arly inquiry: state discourses and gender discourses in the family, gender and
1xi MSi governance, and official state feminism and gender equality.

State Discourses and Gender Discourses in the Family

During the first decade of 1xi MSi, Quang xã officials used gender and family
discourses to keep state agendas and programs such as economic develop-
ment goals, family planning targets, and Happy Family campaigns visible
to xã residents while promoting the state’s vision of the modern family. Gender
equality discourses were aligned with the state’s promotion of economic
progress and modernity, although “gender equality” (bình .png nam n#) itself
was subject to shifting definitions. Official government messages and discourses
were relayed to villagers through party, thôn, and xã representatives in their
personal relations with xã residents, public meetings, and the media, espe-
cially television. State discourses in the xã represented women as reflecting the
essence of Vietnamese national identity through their revolutionary roles and
as mothers of the nation, much as during the pre-1xi MSi era, when women
also had served as symbols of cultural authenticity and the moral values of
the community. In the 1990s, the xã also undertook efforts to “strengthen
the family” as part of a nationwide campaign to build “cultured families”
so as to mitigate potential threats to the social order caused by the shift to
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1xi MSi. In fact, as discussed earlier, 1xi MSi’s new family model blended
traditional and modern features intended to both facilitate the household’s inser-
tion into the market and safeguard Vietnam’s cultural values as revolutionary
discourses shifted to neo-traditional authoritarian discourses.

However, as my investigation found, gender discourses in the family con-
stituted a distinct set of values that were sometimes at odds and sometimes
aligned with the state’s official discourses. Gender discourses in the family
uncovered in my interviews with xã households included a clearly dominant
role for men, who were universally seen as the pillars of the family, while
women occupied a subordinate position stemming from the low value attached
to their work and higher standards and expectations for their behavior.
According to the survey data, men were three times more likely to be the
head of household in Quang xã, and women did not contest their husbands’
authority in major matters. These family discourses contradicted the facile
pronouncements that Vietnam had achieved gender equality. By and large,
I found through my interviews, Quang xã women reported being content with
these images and with letting their husbands play the dominant role in the
family. Nor did they view personal gender equality in the Western sense as
a prime goal. Instead, women stated, their priorities were for a better life
for themselves and for their families, as well as for “harmonious” relations
between themselves and their husbands. Younger women, as evidenced by
interviews with daughters-in-law, saw their main roles as in the family, not
as performing “social work.” Mothers-in-law concurred. At the same time,
the majority of my respondents also believed that gender equality had been
achieved. What I found was that Quang xã residents tended to define gender
equality either in terms of statist definitions of social equality or their own
values and perspectives rather than parity between wives and husbands.

This seemed consistent with my findings that the patrilineal kinship system
in the xã favored such patriarchal practices as filial intergenerational relations
and inheritance through the father’s line, as well as the return of ancestor
worship following the war. According to my survey and interview data, how-
ever, marital residence patterns in Quang xã were endogamous, and virtu-
ally all wives had very close ties to their nearby natal kin. Women’s positive
views toward “small family” residence were consistent with the widespread
pattern of nuclear household residence in the xã uncovered by my household
survey. At the same time, women’s strong hand in financial and production
was reflected in their desire to share decision making with their husbands,
which they believed was necessary for a happy marriage.

My data, especially from the household and couples surveys, revealed 
that women in Quang xã made considerable economic contributions to 
the household, but that women’s contributions did not translate directly into 
commensurate authority in their families. Thus this study counters the find-
ings of other scholars that there is a positive relationship between economic
contribution to the household and control over economic resources and 
marital power. In Quang xã, men exercised more authority in the household
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than women regardless of their economic contributions. Even when women
brought more economic resources into the household than men, they still
deferred to their husbands in important family matters. At the same time,
according to the survey data, wives did exercise authority in production 
matters and managing money and shared in decisions regarding children.

I also found that male authority in Quang xã politics had been strengthened
by the return of military veterans after the American war and the gradual
retirement of women political leaders. By 1994, the xã had returned to the
more familiar pattern of men’s leadership in the top three posts. As we have
seen, the local state easily accommodated itself to new patriarchal kinship
practices and the revival of Vietnamese “traditions” in the xã. In addition,
men’s discourses indicated a deep ambivalence about women’s changing roles
and their work outside the home. In contrast to these patriarchal attitudes
were the state’s new emphasis on the household and the newly launched mar-
ket economy’s dependency upon women’s income-generating skills.

Patriarchal practices in the xã thus appeared to be sustained by both state
and family discourses. However, while these two sets of discourses were often
mutually reinforcing, at times they competed with each other. In the 1990s,
state campaigns stressed family stability, Vietnamese cultural traditions, and
conservative family values. Quang xã women’s discourses of family harmony
and improving their families’ livelihoods were consistent with these themes.
As for the discourses generated by forms of cultural production such as televi-
sion films, the differing responses of two generations of women to MB ching
tôi demonstrated both consistencies and inconsistencies with official state 
views. The older generation of women, which had lived through the French
and American wars, strongly identified with the idealized and politicized 
gender images portrayed in state discourses, while the younger generation
of newly married women distanced itself from state discourses. This suggested
that either younger wives’ life experiences under 1xi MSi were mitigating
the discursive impact of the state or the presence of competing sources of
gender norms outside the realm of the state. At the very least, the younger
generation’s responses indicated the state no longer held the hegemonic posi-
tion it once presumably did. Other sources of discursive production were
becoming available to Quang xã residents such as the growth of the market,
increasing prosperity and mobility, and outside cultural influences. These
changes may have offset the production of official gender discourses in the
xã, causing the discourse field to be in flux.

As my survey and interview data indicated, state discourses reflected both
conservative family values and “modern” values such as equal education and
inheritance for girls and boys, love in marriage choices, and equal decision-
making between spouses, while family discourses in the xã tended to reflect
the more conservative and paternalistic end of the continuum. The traditional
virtues of filial piety, women’s primary duty to the family, and hierarchical
intergenerational relations were aligned with both state and family dis-
courses. Yet Quang xã women’s responses to the film MB ching tôi revealed
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that state-produced models of femininity had become deeply embedded in
the xã. Women respondents had accepted the normative and discursive
functions of the state regarding gendered subjectivity, the notion that
women can perform work outside the family just as well as men, and the
view that gender equality is a function of social equality.

As the data from Quang xã demonstrate, state-produced norms had become
normalized in many of the ways women thought about themselves and their
relations with men and their families. The group of mothers-in-law interviewed
had strongly engaged with state discourses, suggesting that the state’s norms
of ideal womanhoods had become a part of their subjectivity, whether or
not it reflected their actual behavior. How one distinguishes the “public face”
of the social subject from “an inner self ” is an issue that has been of interest
to other scholars of state-socialist systems as well. Gal and Kligman’s argu-
ment that public norms in state-socialist systems become “nested” in the 
domestic sphere suggests that these norms can be invoked in any interaction
or instance of use, depending on the position and perspective of the subject,
implying that state interpellation of ideal behavior has its limits – that it 
is easy to pay lip service to ideals but remain resistant to further change.
Yet, as Anagnost notes for China, one of the ways in which the party/state
in state-socialist systems exercises its authority over state subjects is through
the power to name and confer moral prestige by the invocation of norms.1

It is my view that the party/state made itself visible to the mothers-in-law
who watched MB ching tôi by projecting exemplary models of behavior with
which they deeply identified. By bodily identifying with the idealizations in
the film, these mothers-in-law connected themselves to larger political and
historical forces as the past was rematerialized through the narrative force
of the film. In responding to the models of exemplary behavior, the mothers-
in-law returned to the source – the party/state – of their formation for a reitera-
tion of their political subjectification, as Althusser would say. They thereby
reconstituted themselves as political subjects. Were the mothers-in-law 
conscious of their public face as gendered subjects? They certainly accepted 
state interpellations as legitimate and did not question the right of the state
to intervene into family affairs when they aligned themselves with the ideal
behavior in the film. Their reaction provides evidence for Anagnost’s claim
that state subjectification in state-socialist systems is not the impersonal, 
silent technology of Foucauldian power, but rather a disciplinary power 
with a human face, felicitous and visible, that embraces the subject with an
outward display of warmth.2 It also suggests that the gendered subjectivity
of the mothers-in-law was not a performative response to the situational 
context of the interview space but an un-self-conscious, reflexive reaction to
the deep emotions engendered by the film.

As we have seen, gendered discourses, the portrayal of prescribed woman-
hoods, and the promotion of family stability were integral to the politics of
the early 1xi MSi period. The state’s tightening of political and cultural con-
trol, including its regulation of the mass media, proceeded from the political
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crisis of those years, in which the Communist Party confronted a serious 
political and ideological challenge to its power.3 In times of crisis, feminine piety
has been a deep well from which Vietnamese political leaders have readily drawn.
In Quang xã, the party branch and the People’s Committee were directly
charged with policing feminine propriety by reporting on manifestations of
cultural poisons and “social evils” such as prostitution, pornographic videos,
and juvenile delinquency. The security bureau (công an), which reported to
the Ministry of Interior, diligently policed the xã for any disturbances in the
cultural order.

As for the contours of the public/private divide, this study provides evid-
ence that the division between these two spheres continues to be indistinct
and blurred in 1xi MSi Vietnam. Where the “state” ends and the “family”
begins is often quite permeable and indeterminate. In his study of a village
in Thanh Trì district in the 1990s, Shawn Malarney argues that with the advent
of 1xi MSi, the family captured some of the moral discourses claimed by
the state, particularly in ritual functions such as weddings and funerals.4 This
study suggests, however, that the line between the domestic sphere and the
state was much less distinct in terms of gendered discourses, since, in this
area, family discourses were not fundamentally in opposition nor in conflict
with state discourses.

This is not to suggest that gendered practices and discourses in the family
did not contest or resist hegemonic discourses, for there is evidence that 
women’s complaints in rural northern Vietnam take a specific discursive form,
as uncovered by my interviews with mothers-in-law and daughters-in-law in
their reactions to the film MB ching tôi. These discourses include the themes
of women’s endurance, suffering, and paeans to maternal forbearance.5 Nor
is it to suggest that women do not take the initiative in resisting hegemonic
discourses due to the decline in their status under 1xi MSi compared to 
the socialist past. Such resistance in fact may have had a bearing on new
gender practices among younger women in Quang xã in terms of new dress
codes, their rejection of farming in favor of salaried employment, and their
different values and perspectives compared to their parents’ generation.
That these practices, such as new visions of femininity and more material-
istic values, will evolve outside the sphere of the state, however, is not neces-
sarily a foregone conclusion.6

Gender and 1+i M!i Governance

This study demonstrates that one of the ways in which 1xi MSi governance
operates in Vietnam is through the effective use of gender politics. As 
discussed earlier, gender equality and the promotion of women’s emancipa-
tion have always been prime discourses of the party, and the Communist
revolution successfully used these slogans to mobilize women in the fight against
the French and then the United States. Not surprisingly, therefore, gender
has also become a tool in the political adjustments occurring as a result of
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1xi MSi. As the state has adjusted to economic reforms and the opening to
outside capital, this study shows, its approach to governance has also started
to change. While not entirely abandoning its Leninist mode of political opera-
tion, the state has sought both to create an opening for the market and to
regulate it. At the same time, the reassertion of Vietnamese traditional values
has been a calculated move on the part of the state to control the boundaries
between the community and global capital. As such, the 1xi MSi state has
reserved for itself the task of monitoring presumed threats to the cultural
authenticity of the community while gaining legitimacy through new ima-
ginings of the nation and the promise of modernity. The gendered notions of
Vietnamese nationality that were so important during the wars for national
liberation have simply been recast as cultural and traditional moral constructs.

As we have seen, in Quang xã gender and the household have become sites
of state intervention and control. With a new economic policy, the activities
of Quang xã officials focused on the household for purposes of production
and reproduction and repositioned the household to serve as the basis for
the market economy. With the creation of new thôn divisions to provide a
direct link to the household following the decollectivization of agriculture,
the People’s Committee and other xã institutions such as the Women’s Asso-
ciation moved in a new direction to support household-based economic activ-
ities. Under xã guidance, the household increased its economic interests and
networks, thereby creating a new economic agenda for the family, which had
already been reinvigorated by the reassertion of kinship ties. Although the
means of production was back under household control and families were
free to deal directly with the market, they did not operate as free agents in
the Western sense, but under the aegis of xã officials.

Thus, I argue, Quang xã officials, and by extension the 1xi MSi state, used
constructions of gender as a form of state power. By the time of my visit,
Quang xã had successfully adapted its gender order to the needs of national
development. By linking the political institutions of the xã to individual 
peasant households, the regime had reconfigured state institutions from
their wartime mass mobilization duties to new development functions. The
new thôn chiefs took the lead in monitoring the economic progress of house-
holds, while the Women’s Association provided institutional support for 
household economic activities and organizing pro-family campaigns. The 
xã’s household-based programs included women’s and children’s health 
initiatives, anti-poverty programs, family campaigns, and family planning
drives. As during the wartime past, the xã’s gender regime was based on 
sexual difference and continued to designate women as a “special” category
distinct from men.

Comparing the role of the revolutionary wartime state with that of the
1xi MSi state, the Quang xã data reveal a number of continutities. Quang
xã’s gender order remained firmly in place in the 1990s, although its goals
and discourses had changed. As before, state discourses remained crucial to
maintaining the gender order. In the first decade of reform, the local state
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did little to relax its intervention into the “private sphere”; on the contrary,
the local state apparatus tried to extend its reach into the domestic sphere.
Officials in Quang xã sought to control the transition to the market eco-
nomy in the xã and to administer its economy in compliance with the gov-
ernment’s economic development plans. After returning agricultural land to
individual peasant plots, they had restructured the xã’s economy on the basis
of the household, relying on household production for economic planning,
increasing family incomes, diversifying economic activities, and stimulating
entrepreneurial activity. As seen through the perspective of gender politics,
therefore, 1xi MSi seemed to be strengthening the hand of the local state.
Although agricultural production no longer was under the aegis of the 
all-powerful agricultural cooperative, household production and the gender 
regime were carefully monitored by xã state and party authorities. Indeed,
if there had been any shift in the political system, it had been only to trans-
fer authority from the agricultural cooperative to the reinvigorated xã and
thôn institutions.

Most scholars studying gender and market reform in state-socialist sys-
tems have argued that the opening to the market leads to a reduced role for
the state and a retreat by the household into a private realm outside the domain
of the state.7 Marxist and liberal analyses alike have claimed that market-
based economies broaden the influence of the private sphere at the expense
of the state as the relations of production and reproduction fall primarily
within the domain of the family. The data from Quang xã, however, dispute
this characterization for 1xi MSi Vietnam, suggesting more continuities than
discontinuities with the past in terms of the state’s role, at least during the
first decade of reform. As we have seen, the goals and discourses of the gender
order in Quang xã have shifted but the gender order itself has remained in
place. This study finds that the 1xi MSi state has relied on gender and the
household to tie its members to the market, to formulate new forms of govern-
ance and new subjects of rule, and to rearticulate new conceptions of the
nation. In Quang xã, patriarchal practices continued to operate at the level
of the household because they conformed to the needs of the state. By tying
the household to the development goals of the state, this research posits, 1xi
MSi has constructed the state subject in a profoundly gendered way. Under
state socialism, the household had been conceptualized as part of a unified
state/society. Now it is envisioned as part of a statist domestic sphere in which
the Vietnamese state continues to intervene for a range of purposes.

In Quang xã, I found, gender served as a marker for the state’s disciplinary
power. Gender designations or womanhoods operated as signs, relaying a
message about subjects’ recognition and acceptance of the moral imperative
of the party or state and its right to govern. As such, womanhoods affirmed
the party’s self-referential authority. As Anagnost has argued about the Chinese
case, such gender inscriptions can reveal state deployments of power in regimes
that rely on idealized and exemplary models to hail subjects.8 Here I argue that
the exemplary norms and educative models of Quang xã’s gender regime reflect

        



168 Conclusion

just this type of governance.9 Standards and behavioral models were con-
veyed variously by campaigns, revolutionary discourses, the media, and state
and party officials. Gendered and family discourses gained their authority
in part because they were post-colonial political constructions filtered through
supposed national traditions steeped in moral and ethical pieties. Gender 
equality, likewise, is a post-colonial discourse, and as such is as much a 
symbol as it is a conception, signifying the defense of Vietnam’s revolutionary
past, the struggle for liberation from the feudal past, and cultural difference
from the West. As noted earlier, the responses of those I surveyed and inter-
viewed indicated that Quang xã residents’ first reflex when thinking about
gender equality was to define it in terms not of personal relations between
men and women but of their connection to the Vietnamese state as a whole.
As such, “gender equality” prompted them to reflect on their relations with
the state and their involvement with past struggles.

The 1xi MSi state’s strategic use of gender and its ties to the household,
as evidenced by the data from Quang xã, thus demonstrate that the Western
conceptualization of the family as a private realm in retreat from the public
sphere does not hold in modernizing Asia. Historically, the state in Con-
fucian countries has regularly intervened in the private world of the family
and in recent years has used the family to support state and society against
Western hegemonic economic and political competition; the achievement 
of modernity has entailed the transformation of the individual through the
family. In China, the family has been seen not as a private unit or refuge
from a harsh world, but rather as the moral center of society and the plat-
form for nationalist struggle and state and socialist achievement.10 The same
can be said for Vietnam. In fact, this linkage between the family and the state
in Communist countries predates their revolutions, having been a central 
element of Confucian political tradition and culture. Therefore the public/
private distinctions central to Western gender analysis are problematic when
applied to Vietnam. As noted, scholars who have used the public/private 
construct to study gender within socialist and post-socialist settings have 
generally argued that the post-socialist transformation of the relationship
between these two realms has led to a reduced role for the state and a retreat
of the household into a private realm. But in Vietnam, as we have seen, the
state claims much of the public realm and society is saturated with state power;
the private sphere of the family is neither autonomous nor hermetically sealed
from the state sphere but integrally related to it. While it is true that a new
conception of a private sphere is emerging with regard to market activity in
Vietnam, most observers agree that relations between this sphere and the state
are blurred and indistinct.11 The data from Quang xã reveal the complexities,
contradictions, and nuances within the evolving relationship between the 
public and private spheres in Vietnam, demonstrating that market-based social-
ism produces new gender practices that perpetuate gender inequality.

The domestic sphere in Quang xã, the data show, is integrally related to the
public sphere. In Quang xã, the local state supervised the household economy
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and directed xã households to follow family planning programs and the pre-
scriptions of “cultured families.” Discourses of womanhoods were still a state
function, as they were in the pre-1xi MSi era. Moreover, in Quang xã, the
1xi MSi state clearly had not relinquished its efforts to influence the way
subjects think about themselves. State-produced norms were deeply imprinted
among xã residents, as residents’ responses to my interview questions and
MB ching tôi demonstrated. The evidence from Quang xã therefore again
suggests that deployment of state power at the local level represents more
of a continuity (albeit reconfigured) than a break with Vietnam’s socialist
and wartime past.

These findings about the state in Quang xã at first glance would appear
similar to Navaro-Yashin’s analysis of how Turkish officials employed popular
activities such as military parades, sports events, and debates about the veil
to normalize state power.12 But the public enactments she describes have tended
to be impersonal or abstract in nature; even gendered discourses about the
veil in Turkey have taken the form of public and politicized rituals that are
more about the symbol of the veil than the veil itself.13 In contrast, I dis-
covered, gendered discourses in Quang xã achieved their power by making
a more immediate and seemingly less politicized personal, intimate connec-
tion to subjects. As women’s responses to MB ching tôi suggest, what made
the state a present reality for ordinary people was the state’s projection of
a structure of intimacy through gendered discourses. State performativity
filtered through these kinds of discourses conveyed the enactment of citizenship,
in this case rooted in wartime representations of gendered suffering. As my
analysis of the responses to the film demonstrate, intimacy through gendered
discourses also conveyed a post-colonial construction of community by giv-
ing viewers a sense of participatory inclusion in the national collectivity, which
in turn granted a sense of sovereignty and political legitimacy to the regime.
Discursive gendered and intimate connections such as this one thus enabled
the state to achieve a deeper connection to people’s lives, thereby presum-
ably mitigating the need for direct representational political participation.
Thus, this study suggests, the notion of state had become normalized in
Vietnam through notions of intimacy and gendered discourses. The virtuous
mother-in-law and other moral exemplars of self-sacrificing womanhoods,
including models of revolutionary heroines, were all sites for the production
of state power. Subjects subjugated themselves to the state at these sites, 
where governmentality was self-generating and ordinary people reproduced
the idea of the state.14

This study has thus analyzed the household and gender practices as a site
for reproducing state power. Although other scholars working on gender and
the household in globalizing and increasingly affluent Asia have similarly 
characterized the domestic sphere as being reworked and redefined under
rapidly changing economic conditions, they have viewed it primarily as a site
for producing middle-class values.15 While this may also be the case in urban-
izing Vietnam, this study argues instead that many of the gender practices
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of subjects in rural Quang xã served to reproduce the state. This finding that
normalizing state discourses through gender is one way in which subjects repro-
duce the state in their daily lives is supported by Taylor’s observation that
the gender and religious practices of women traders in southern Vietnam 
similarly reinforced the power of the Vietnamese patriarchal state.16

Official Feminist States and Gender Equality

Some feminist scholars have characterized official feminist states such as
Vietnam, where gender equality is a function of public policy, as woman-
friendly because they use public policy and bureaucratic institutions to pro-
mote women’s interests and administer to their needs.17 And it is true that
in Vietnam, official or public feminism seeks to redress unequal gender rela-
tions in society and in the family by guaranteeing certain basic rights for
women. Relying on legal, economic, and social policies, Vietnamese officials
use their administrative, economic, and judicial powers to provide equal 
educational opportunities for women, equal access to the labor market and
the political process, and equal rights for women in the family and to guar-
antee women’s reproductive rights. As such, Vietnam’s official policy is to
further gender equality and redress inequalities in society. Thus advocates
for women’s equality in Vietnam firmly believe that state intervention serves
women’s needs and argue that public feminism can play an important role
in improving women’s status in society, advancing their economic prosperity,
and redressing inequalities in the family.18

Feminist activists and scholars have claimed that these are noteworthy
accomplishments and that gender equality as a policy goal effectively uses state
machinery to distribute public goods to which women deserve equal access.
State policies, they hold, also empower women by giving them access to social
power, which enables them to achieve their economic and social potential.
According to this argument, women can gain greater political power themselves
by securing access to politically important positions and by directly controlling
policy. Pursuing gender equality in official feminist states can also lead to
the “feminization” of the policy machinery of the state. If linked to active
women’s organizations from below, these scholars argue, official feminism
can be a powerful force for the achievement of gender equality.19

In Vietnam, however, public feminism is primarily a function of legal and
administrative action, state programs, and ideological campaigns – in short,
a function of a political agenda. It is the Communist Party and government
bureaucrats who define what gender equality is and what women’s needs are.
In the 1xi MSi era, these officials have focused on the productive and repro-
ductive roles of women. State programs are channeled through government
agencies or the Women’s Union, which is affiliated with the Communist Party.
The Woman’s Union acts as a kind of welfare agency that monitors abuses
against women, serving as an advocate for poor and indigent women and for
women in general.20 Further, the power behind public feminism in Vietnam

        



Conclusion 171

comes from above, not from women as individuals or in autonomous institu-
tions, who do not have power on their own. The Women’s Union, which
nominally exists to advance the interests of women, is part of the power 
structure, and its real function is to serve the party and the state. It does not
actively lobby to change the gender imbalance in national or local power,
nor does it seek to empower women from below. Although women are well
represented in the National Assembly at the national level, most of the other
national and local officials are men.21

In essence, it can be argued, public feminist regimes such as that of Vietnam
are driven by social welfare agendas; in redressing societal inequities, they
create women’s dependency on the state. They tend to be characterized 
by paternalistic and patriarchal features. While gender-based hierarchies 
may be reduced in some areas, organizational hierarchies emerge in others;
private patriarchy is replaced by public patriarchy. Women become “clients”
of the state, and the state uses its patronage to control their agenda. Some 
feminist scholars have noted that states with “welfare” agendas may in 
fact stymie grass-roots initiatives, in effect leading to the atrophy of societal
forces.22

In Vietnam, as this study shows, the implications of 1xi MSi for gender
equality are therefore mixed. The reform state makes broad claims that 
gender equality for women has been achieved or is in the process of being
achieved even as it relies on traditional gender relations to govern. Gender
equality sits uneasily with development and nationalist discourses and the
conservative family values of the 1xi MSi state. Gendered images and dis-
courses help sustain the legitimacy of the regime; ideals of womanhoods are
not driven solely by the market or by women’s own sensibilities, but instead
reproduce state-supported patriarchy and state-led commodity production.
Gendered discourses also serve to reinforce the state’s self-assumed cultural
control. Therefore, I would argue, the disjuncture between the 1xi MSi state’s
discourse of gender equality and the reality of gender inequality is itself an
impediment to the full achievement of gender equality.

At the same time, as the preceding chapters have shown, economic, social,
and global forces that promise greater equality and freedom for women com-
pete with other forces – social, political, and economic – that serve to increase
men’s individual and familial advantages. As we have seen in Quang xã, 
market forces appear to be strengthening patriarchal power even as women’s
economic skills and income-earning capability have improved. Although I
found no evidence that the household was becoming more nuclear in com-
position, demographic pressure combined with increasing economic prosperity
could facilitate household division at an earlier stage in young couples’ lives,
if they so desire. At present, however, gender equality as such is not a major
concern for Quang xã women. Rather, given Vietnam’s recent wartime his-
tory and its current desire to develop a market economy quickly, women’s
priorities in Quang xã, as we have seen, are oriented toward providing for
and nurturing their families, which is undoubtedly why they are receptive to
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the state’s gender discourses. The paradox of equality is thus inextricably
linked to the 1xi MSi state’s overriding goal, which is maintaining order
and hierarchy in the family rather than achieving gender equality.

Notes
1 Anagnost, “Politicized.” Her analysis is in reference to a “Law-Abiding House-

hold” plaque awarded to a former local diviner in China.
2 Ibid.
3 Party dissidents tried to introduce greater democracy and accountability, but in

1990 the Communist Party suppressed the pressures for change by renewing its com-
mitment to one-party rule. Party ideologues subsequently tightened the party’s
grip on the media. Although the press and the publishing industry were state 
controlled and subject to censorship before 1986, the government had relaxed its
control of cultural production soon after 1xi MSi was launched. In the early 1990s,
however, the minister of culture announced that the media was an ideological 
instrument subject to state control; the 7th Party Congress (1992) subsequently
declared that cultural production needed to reflect national values.

4 See Malarney.
5 See also Gammeltoft, who catalogues women’s complaints with regard to their

health and reproductive concerns.
6 In a different vein, PhAm Qu4nh PhONng has argued that new gender and religious

practices among women mediums have occurred in response to their difficult post-
war family circumstances and the decline in their access to the public sphere as
state employees and participants in national and emulation campaigns. In these
new forms of mediumistic religious activity, women are incarnating the male 
Saint Trfn, previously an exclusively male religious practice. In so doing, women
mediums have improved their self-confidence and business skills and reconnected
themselves to the public sphere.

7 See Einhorn; Einhorn and Yeo; Gal and Kligman, Reproducing.
8 As in China, the state in Vietnam always presumes to speak for the people. 

In so doing, the party/state constitutes itself as a “self-referential” reality – i.e.,
it creates reality in reference to itself. This is necessary to the party’s own 
self-identification and is not just a manipulative stratagem. See Anagnost,
“Politicized.”

9 In China, as in Vietnam, modernity has been promoted and fostered in campaigns
of human edification and improvement. Behavior and society are constantly
evaluated in terms of whether they are “civilized” or “uncivilized.” Government-
ality consists in part in pronouncements or displays of moral and behavioral exhorta-
tions to achieve various “standards”; moral exemplarity is thus a state disciplinary
instrument meant to provide normative standards for the population to follow.
This type of disciplinary regime comes with conceptions of the past and visions
for the future entailing a conscious transformation of society, with governance
consisting of a prescribed and consciously willed idea of how society should 
be rather than a merely punitive order. Governmentality is thus a function of 
constant appraisal and prescribed behavior as well as penalization. Michel
Foucault’s conception of liberal governmentality is based on discursive regimes
of specialized knowledge associated with hospitals, prisons, and the police, 
conceptualizations that have only partial applicability to the moral post-colonial
dimensions of Vietnamese socialist governance. See Foucault, “Politics” and
“Governmentality.” See also Bakken, who argues that governmentality in China
relies, in part, on moral improvement campaigns, exemplary behavior, and social
theatricality. Moral improvement campaigns create a field of moral competition
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and heroic accomplishment. Rather than a panoptic and remote disciplinary regime
that is routinized and standardized, power in China is visible and on display, while
exemplary norms are prescriptive in fashion.

10 See Glosser. Broadly speaking, the goal of reform and the modernization project
in Asia was the “nation” rather than the “state.” The state in this sense served
the wider purpose of ensuring the integrity of the nation. Since the nation was
embedded in a new family regime, the private lives of its citizens were a matter
of state and public concern. Work, social roles, and gendered identities were full of
national significance. In the West, as families became involved in the market, they
retreated to the private sphere. Privacy and subjectivity were part of capitalism
– work was segregated from “life.” The reverse obtained in Asia: modernity linked
the family, work, and subjectivity to the nation and hence to the state. Modernity
in Asia thus emerged in a different context, not as an evolution of indigenous
socio-economic forces but as a product of the colonial encounter. Hence, national
identity has been constructed on the basis of community and national discourses
embracing the themes of kinship, love, austerity, and sacrifice. The new vision of
the state in Asia has also been seen as depending as much on family behavior as
on public institutions and law. See also Chatterjee.

11 See Beresford and Tran Ngoc Angie; McCargo.
12 Navaro-Yashin argues that a constructed notion of state power in Turkey is 

sustained through nationalist symbols and ritual events that serve to invent and
reinvent the state through ordinary life practices. The state acquires its power not
only through ideological enforcement in real social institutions such as the army
and in schools, but also through public, civil, and popular activities generated by
society. Navaro-Yashin argues that the production of state power at these sites
is what makes the state “tick” for ordinary people.

13 Ibid.
14 By way of contrast, Michael Taussig explores how everyday religious practices

reproduce the state through intimate, bodily exchanges and transformations such
as spirit possession.

15 See Sen and Stivens.
16 See Taylor.
17 The term state feminism is usually applied to states that promote women’s rights.

I prefer to use official feminism or public feminism for Communist states like Vietnam
where gender politics are largely a post-colonial phenomenon. State feminism is
widely used for Western states and was coined in reference to the Scandinavian
social-welfare states arising out of the theory and practice of social democracy;
it is based on an analysis of the specific connections between the state, the 
market, and the family in the history of Western industrialization and the emer-
gence of the urban middle class. In market-based Western societies, men’s status,
income, and independence were largely determined by the market. Women’s low
status was reflected in their dependence on the family, their weak position in the
labor market, and their low levels of political representation and power. State
feminist regimes compensated for these root causes of gender inequality by taking
measures to enhance women’s economic independence and reproductive rights.
See Holter; Hernes. Two non-Western cases in which the authors have examined
state feminism are Mervat Hatem’s study of the Egyptian welfare state under Abdul
Nasser in the late 1950s and 1960s, and Carolle Charles’s study of Duvalierist
Haiti, where women were incorporated into the political sphere on the same terms
as men through state violence.

18 See Hernes; Lê Thi.
19 See Hernes.
20 The Women’s Association is present and active in virtually all the villages in Vietnam

and is also part of the powerful district-level bureaucracy.
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21 Women representatives to the National Assembly increased from 18 percent in
the term 1992–1997 to 26 percent in the term 1997–2002. This relatively high rate
held steady at 27 percent in the term 2002–2007. At the ministerial level, however,
women have been less represented: 12 percent during 1997–2002 and 2002–2007.
Women’s representation in national party committees is also relatively low 
(10 percent in 1996–2001), as is their rate of participation in xã People’s Councils
(14 percent in 1994, rising to 17 percent in 1999). See Hausmann et al.; United
Nations in Viet Nam.

22 See Holter.

        



Appendix

Couples Survey Data

During the couples survey, couples were asked whether they, their spouse,
they and their spouse, or another member of the family made the decisions
for each of the specific issues included in each cluster in the questionnaire.
The analysis differentiated between responses that were exclusive selections
– only “me” or only “my spouse” – and those that were shared – “both myself
and my spouse.” Next, the responses to each question were ranked accord-
ing to the rates of men’s self-selection (husbands’ responding “me”), which
showed that the rates of men’s self-selection were higher than those of 
women’s self-selection. Husbands’ self-selected responses were then compared
to their wives’ responses. If both spouses agreed with each other (either the
husband or the wife answered “me” for a certain decision and their spouse
said “my spouse”), the responses were termed consistent. Responses were 
consistent when both spouses agreed with each other within a small margin,
that is, husband’s responses were commensurate with similar rates of agree-
ment by their wives. Responses were labeled inconsistent in the opposite case,
as when wives answered differently than their husbands (either “me” or 
“both of us” when the husband selected “me”). This allowed for differences
in opinion and could be compared.

When the level of men’s self-selection reached 40 to 53 percent, it was 
deemed higher male. When these values were matched by spousal agreement
rates within a range of 10 percent, the results were labeled consistent. When
these higher rates of men’s self-selection were accompanied by more than 
10 percent spousal disagreement, however, this was termed higher male/
inconsistent. Similarly, when wives’ self-selection responses ranged from 
37 to 60 percent, these were labeled higher female, and the rate of husbands’
consistency with wives’ self-selection rates was similarly assessed.

Husbands’ and wives’ self-selection with spousal agreement within a 
10 percent range produced the clearest results. Results demonstrating shared 
decision-making, however, were more complex and more difficult to interpret.
Husbands and wives sometimes made claims for shared decision making, 
while their rates of self-selection (“only I made the decision”) were also equally
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high. Wives claimed shared decision-making more frequently than husbands
did. When the shared decision-making results fell within a 35–50 percent range
or the responses of “me,” “my spouse,” and “both of us” were roughly equal,
those cases were deemed to indicate shared decision-making.

Often spouses disagreed with one another. For instance, husbands some-
times claimed major responsibility for a decision but wives claimed it was
made by “both of us.” In these cases, it was possible that wives’ responses
may have represented (1) a difference in perception as to who decides, (2) a
face-saving device when wives did not want to admit their husbands were the
actual decision-makers, or (3) a power contest between partners. Conversely,
some husbands claimed “both of us” at a relatively high rate but wives 
selected themselves as the sole decision-maker, which again could serve as a
face-saving device or indicate disagreement about who made the decision. It
was unclear whether the ambiguous findings signified agreement, disagree-
ment, or a polite cover-up.

The couples were asked about three types or clusters of decisions: about
major household matters, about production and other economic activities,
and about children. Following are the data for each of these areas.

Major Household Matters

Decisions regarding major household expenditures were of five major types:
purchasing major appliances, building or repairing the house, purchasing fur-
niture and selling paddy or other major property, and ceremonial expenses.
Besides these expenditures, decisions regarding representation of the family
in the neighborhood (xóm or thôn) and at the level of the xã or agricultural
cooperative were also included as major household matters. I discovered that
families did not think of big decisions solely in monetary terms, but as invol-
ving other important matters affecting family life.

As shown in Table A-1, men’s self-selection regarding major household
matters was higher than 40 percent for five of the nine specific types of deci-
sions in this category, while women’s rates were much lower, and consistently
so. Wives consistently agreed with their husbands that men made the decisions
on these matters. Men’s self-selection ranged from 48 to 53 percent regard-
ing expenditures, and from 40 to 50 percent regarding representation of the
family. More wives selected themselves as family representative for the com-
mune and cooperative than in any other category in this cluster of decisions.
It should be noted that exclusivity (“I” or “she”) in decision-making was higher
here than was shared decision-making. Women’s responsibility was self-selected
and undisputed by their husbands for medical expenses and buying clothes,
but these were deemed less significant issues.

Shared decision-making was reported most often regarding selling paddy
or other major property and ceremonial expenses such as weddings, funerals,
and death anniversaries. Where either husbands or wives were reported to
have made the decision exclusively, their spouses tended to agree.

        



T
ab

le
 A

-1
W

ho
 M

ak
es

 D
ec

is
io

ns
 a

bo
ut

 M
aj

or
 H

ou
se

ho
ld

 M
at

te
rs

M
y 

pa
re

nt
s 

(h
us

ba
nd

)/
M

y 
sp

ou
se

’s
 p

ar
en

ts
 

D
ec

is
io

n
M

e
M

y 
sp

ou
se

B
ot

h
(w

if
e)

H
us

ba
nd

W
if

e
H

us
ba

nd
W

if
e

H
us

ba
nd

W
if

e
H

us
ba

nd
W

if
e

%
%

%
%

%
%

%
%

A
. H

ig
he

r 
m

al
e 

/ 
co

ns
is

te
nt

B
uy

in
g 

m
aj

or
 h

ou
se

ho
ld

 c
on

ve
ni

en
ce

s
53

.2
9.

1
6.

4
46

.8
22

.3
24

.1
4.

5
8.

6
B

ui
ld

in
g 

or
 r

ep
ai

ri
ng

 t
he

 h
ou

se
51

.8
6.

8
3.

6
44

.5
22

.7
22

.3
12

.3
16

.5
B

uy
in

g 
fu

rn
it

ur
e

47
.7

8.
2

7.
7

46
.4

21
.4

22
.7

5.
0

8.
6

R
ep

re
se

nt
in

g 
fa

m
ily

 a
t 

co
op

er
at

iv
e 

or
 

50
.9

20
.0

13
.6

44
.1

7.
7

9.
1

22
.7

22
.2

co
m

m
un

e 
m

ee
ti

ng
s

R
ep

re
se

nt
in

g 
fa

m
ily

 i
n 

ne
ig

hb
or

ho
od

40
.5

15
.5

12
.3

35
.5

16
.4

21
.8

24
.1

23
.2

B
. S

ha
re

d 
/ 

co
ns

is
te

nt
Se

lli
ng

 p
ad

dy
 o

r 
ot

he
r 

m
aj

or
 p

ro
pe

rt
y

25
.0

27
.3

20
.9

16
.4

25
.9

27
.7

11
.4

9.
9

P
ay

in
g 

ce
re

m
on

ia
l 

ex
pe

ns
es

 (
hi

bu
h0

)
24

.5
38

.2
29

.5
16

.4
26

.8
29

.1
14

.9
12

.8

C
. H

ig
he

r 
fe

m
al

e 
/ 

co
ns

is
te

nt
P

ay
in

g 
m

ed
ic

al
 e

xp
en

se
s

23
.6

47
.7

38
.6

15
.9

19
.5

20
.0

8.
2

8.
1

B
uy

in
g 

cl
ot

he
s

7.
7

60
.5

55
.5

5.
9

10
.5

11
.4

D
. E

ve
ry

on
e 

el
se

 in
 t

he
 h

ou
se

ho
ld

 w
ho

 m
ad

e 
th

ei
r 

ow
n 

de
ci

si
on

s
M

al
e

F
em

al
e

B
uy

in
g 

cl
ot

he
s

26
.3

22
.2

N
ot

e
22

0 
hu

sb
an

ds
 a

nd
 2

20
 w

iv
es

 w
er

e 
su

rv
ey

ed
.

B
ol

d 
nu

m
be

rs
 i

nd
ic

at
e 

gr
ea

te
st

 a
gr

ee
m

en
t 

am
on

g 
hu

sb
an

ds
 a

nd
 w

iv
es

.

        



178 Appendix

Production and Other Economic Activities

In contrast to the men’s primacy in decisions about major expenditures, 
the cluster of responses regarding economic activities demonstrated a broad
realm of female decision-making in most agricultural production matters 
that was largely undisputed by their husbands. As shown in Table A-2, 
female self-selection as the primary decision-maker was 37 percent or higher
regarding the use of capital for production or business, purchasing pigs, 
cattle or buffalo, use of insecticides or pesticides, when to plant, what to plant,
and use of seeds. Their husbands tended to agree with their assessment, with
male self-selection registering 21 percent or less on all of these matters. Shared
decision-making was selected less often than female self-selection by men and
women alike. Women selected themselves as the decision-maker about land
use at nearly the same high rate, although both men and women selected
the husband at a somewhat higher rate for this category than the others.

When it came to decisions regarding the selection of or change in family
members’ jobs and work responsibilities, however, men selected themselves
at a higher rate. Yet their wives disagreed that this was exclusively a male
preserve, as their husbands claimed, assigning equal responsibility to them-
selves or to them both.

More complex is the picture regarding decisions about such other issues
as the use of household funds for production, borrowing or lending money
or major property, purchasing agricultural or business equipment, lending
major sums of money or property, repayment of loans, and the division of
economic responsibilities in the family. In these cases, most decisions appeared
to be shared, but there was also a high rate of inconsistent responses. Although
rates of self-selection by husbands and wives were not markedly different from
one another, more women than men acknowledged that men were responsible
for these matters, if by a narrow margin. Slightly more men and women claimed
shared decision-making in these areas, except for the selection of jobs and
work responsibilities, for which men claimed more responsibility, although
their wives disputed this claim, saying it was shared. Given the equal male
and female self-selection and relatively high joint selection, these decisions
can be viewed as shared, but not indisputably so. At the very least, these
decisions were not the exclusive purview of men in the family, and women
held or shared decision-making regarding the use of household funds for pro-
duction and the household division of labor.

Children

Who made decisions about children was less clear than the other clusters,
as can be seen in Table A-3. One group of decisions was the province of
men: sons’ inheritance of land and house, sons’ and daughters’ occupations,
and location of sons’ and daughters’ occupations. On these matters, men’s
self-selection ranged from 23 to 32 percent and was disputed or claimed by
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Appendix 181

only a small number of their wives. At the same time, men’s self-selection was
lower in this category than for expenditures and production and about the
same as shared decision-making and is thus termed lower male/consistent.

The responses regarding other decisions about children were more prob-
lematical. While the rate of men’s self-selection for those decisions were about
the same as for economic activities, there were broad differences between rates
of men’s and women’s selection, as well as inconsistencies between husbands’
and wives’ selecting their spouse. Claims of shared decision-making were over
40 percent in the case of sons’ inheritance, other major property, advising
children, and number of children, and 35 percent for sons’ education. As to
number of children, 68 percent of women and 59 percent of men character-
ized their decision-making as shared, the highest rates for shared decision
making in the survey. The highest rates at which children were identified as
making their own decisions were regarding their schoolwork (28 percent),
their occupation (18 percent for sons, 16 percent for daughters), and the loca-
tion of their occupation (21 percent for sons, 17 percent for daughters).

Men and women reported sharing or disagreeing about who made the rest
of the decisions about children – the number of children to have, their educa-
tion, and whom they would marry – although men tended to make more
decisions in the selection of children’s occupations and where they worked.
Children participated in decisions about their education and choosing their
spouses. Overall, decision making regarding children did not reflect a strong
degree of male decision-making; if it anything, it reflected a diffusion of and
shared decision-making.
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