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Summary
Since Vietnam conducted the reform policy known as Doi Moi in 1986, the country has
experienced rapid social change, particularly in gender relations and sexual practice.
Although there have been a number of studies on gender in Vietnam, in particular
focusing on women, research on masculinity and sexuality among Vietnamese men is
limited.
This study investigates how young, married, middle-class men in Hanoi are making
sense of their masculinity and sexuality in everyday life, by focusing on five themes:
sexual debut; married lives; being fathers; extramarital sex; and sexual practice. Using a
qualitative methodology, 20 men aged from 26 to 38 were purposively recruited in 2009
for semi-structured interviews. Interview data were then thematically analysed in
relation to the five themes.
The men who were interviewed in this study were found to still hold traditional gender
values about the role of men and women in the family. Their views on family and
gender roles appeared to be influenced by culturally dominant ideas of patriarchy and
masculinity defined by the status of being married and having children (particularly
sons) and the ability to earn a living to support their immediate and sometimes extended
families. However, this was not uniform. Having social skills, being socially
knowledgeable and gaining life experience were also regarded as masculine traits,
which were valued more than physical strength. Male privilege was often taken for
granted, entitling men to extramarital affairs, while retaining control and power over
women’s sexuality. Other men exercised traits of a more modern masculinity in which
men and women enjoy an equal gender value.
This study helps to understand the operation of patriarchy, masculinity, male sexuality
and gender relations in contemporary Vietnam. It will contribute to further public
debate, particularly at a policy level, about sexuality and gender relations in a
modernising Vietnam.
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Chapter 1 Introduction
On July 2009, an article in the Weekend Vietnamese Women Magazine, titled ‘Why
your husbands do not want to go home?’ (Những lý do khiến đàn ông không muốn về
nhà) warned married women about their ‘misbehaviour’ that caused husbands’
frustrations in married lives. Here are six reasons that Le Huong, a female writer,
addressed:
Wives are so talkative
Most of men want to hang around at a beer garden after working hours, instead
of going home and enjoying a dinner with their wives and children. That is not
because the meal is not delicious, but the wives talk too much. For example, a
wife could go on and on to talk about her family’s bills and over expenditure;
she may blame him for not paying attention to their children’s study; or she
might speak non-stop about how stressful she is suffered from the workload .
Although, a man can deal with the street noise well, it doesn’t mean he can
handle the noise from his wife. As a result, he get annoyed to hear her saying the
same thing over and over again – that is why he delays his home return after
work.
Men do not communicate well with wives
A woman is often stressful after marriage due to her double duty: her office
workload and housework. She becomes impatient whenever her husband says
something. For instance, he wants to complain about his work, but she does not
listen actively as she is cleaning the house. That disappoints him and as a result,
he wants to go to pubs to get drunk with his friends who would listen and that
helps him speak out freely.
Wives patronising husbands
Before marriage, a single woman is a submissive lover; however, since she
becomes a wife, she wants to be her husband’s boss, lecturer, and even strict
mother, who criticizes and comments on every single mistake he may make. It
could be a messy floor filled up with his socks and cigarette pieces all over the
place. The patronising lecture she goes then could last forever, which gives him
a hard time; therefore, getting home late is a good way for him to escape from
such a situation.
A topsy-turvy house
The workload a man commits in office is overwhelming enough to make him
exhausted. By the end of the day, what he wants is to have a joyful time with
family members who keeps the house tidy and brings him peaceful moment.
Frustratingly, many women are not aware of this. Many women blame on
looking after children, doing shopping and cooking, and so on as reasons for not
having a clean house. This makes men extremely frustrated and creates a double
stress on them when they are at home.
8

Wives do not care about the family’s meals
It is said that ‘the way to a man's heart is through his stomach’; however, there
are many women who do not pay enough attention to this point. A wife may
think that it is unnecessary to spend too much time on cooking; as a result, she
often cooks an everyday plain pre-prepared meal or never cooks a favourite dish
for her husband. Many men are hesitant to bring this point up, but they then lose
a temptation of returning home for a dinner.
Too much time for work and children
I know quite a few married women who are extremely busy at work. After
working hours, they still bring work home. After dinners, instead of chatting and
making their husbands happy, they are absorbed in work, which end the day
with exhaustion. Consequently, these wives want to rest and to be ‘sexually
freed’ from husbands to save energy for the next day. Men are really fed up with
this situation. Moreover, some women always blame on the duty of taking care
of children as a reason for not paying attention on caring their husbands. They
do not even care about their outlook appearance to attract husbands. As a result,
men get jealous of their children, which create a bigger gap in spouses. (Le,
2009:22)

The six warnings suggest that to be a good wife, a woman needs to master her skills as a
housewife, following which she should spend most of her time outside work managing
her family; such as, keeping the house tidy, looking after children, cooking good meals.
She needs to learn when to listen to her husband, and when to cut short a conversation
to please him. Furthermore, she has to minimise her commitment of work and childcare
in order to pay more attention on her husband, including satisfying his sexual demands
whenever he is in need. Without being able to perform these tasks, she would be
regarded as an improper wife. Apparently, there is no room for her to talk about her own
needs, even the need to say no to sex when she does want to or the need to involve her
husband in sharing the housework.
Another magazine article titled ‘Going back to the old harbour’ (Đường về bến cũ) in
the Family Happiness Magazine in May 2009, written by a male writer, Trịnh Trung
Hòa, advised divorced women to reunite with their ex-husbands. He wrote:
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Conventionally, when someone got rid of an old object, he/she does not want to
use it again; however, in the case of a romantic relationship, the ‘old object’
could become the ‘unique’ one… You may break up a relationship because your
partner betrayed you, such as he got caught when playing the game of ‘catching
fish with both hands’ [having an affair]. In an angry manner with a full sense of
being insulted, you could make a formal break-up declaration, which you would
regret later. You might realise that there are very few men who are able to say
no to adultery, which made you think about forgiveness or giving him a second
chance. If he finds himself guilty and promises to correct his mistake, then you
should remember a saying that goes ‘beat the one who runs away, rather than the
one who runs into you’ [forgive him]. Of course, there is nothing to guarantee
that he won’t lie to you again, but you should also be aware that there are plenty
ways of betrayal. Having an affair could be a way men show off to other men (I
bet 9 out of 10 men are in this situation), then it would be ridiculous to lose him
for such that reason. (Trịnh, 2009:07)

The assumption the author has made is that among men having an affair is common;
therefore, a married woman should accept the fact and tolerate her unfaithful husband.
If she breaks the marriage vow, she would regret it later as she may not be able to find a
good partner who does not commit adultery. The advice of repartnering with exhusbands conveys a message which directly supports men’s privilege in relationship
with their wives, with whom men do not necessarily have to be faithful.
Over the last 80 years, women’s emancipation has been one of the key agendas of the
Vietnam’s Communist Party (VCP) (Abjorensen, 2010). On the world’s map of gender
equality and women’s status, Vietnam is a star. According to Save the Children (2011),
the country is ranked at 25 out of 80 nations worldwide in terms of the women’s index,
which assesses the health, educational, economic and political status of women.
Although gender equality appears to be better in the government’s reports and
propaganda, what these two articles reveal is that contemporary gender relations
between Vietnamese men and women, in fact, are still reproduced and shaped by an
order in which the hierarchy favouring men is supported. This is also a gap in gender
studies in Vietnam, which Scott and Truong (2007:244) note as ‘little acknowledgement
of the gaps between traditions or laws on the one hand, and practices on the other’.
10

In 2007, the Vietnam Women’s Union (VWU), a political branch of the VCP
representing the voice of Vietnamese women, passed a resolution for the period of
2007–2012, following which 80% of VWU’s members (about 12 million Vietnamese
women) were targeted to participate in the movement ‘Study actively, work creatively
and nurture happy family’. According to the VWU, a happy family is a harmonious
relationship between a husband and wife, which means there are no quarrels or domestic
violence between the couple and they maintain good relationships with parents from
both sides as well as people in their community. Schuler et al. (2006:386) argues that
advocating the happy family movement, the VWU ‘encourages women to demonstrate
obedience to husbands, fathers and sons, and to be self-sacrificing in order to maintain
harmony in the family’.
In recent years, there have been a growing number of studies on gender in Vietnam. The
majority of the research has focused on family–specific themes in relation to economic
reform, such as household structure and fertility (Werner & Belanger, 2002), and most
of them examined gender from women’s perspective. As a result, there is a great gap in
examining gender from men’s perspective in Vietnam, particularly men’s role in the
family (Harris, 1998; Mills, 1995). In relation to sexuality studies, research about male
sexuality was ‘extremely rare’ until 1990s (Khuat, Le et al., 2009b) and among limited
studies on male sexuality, there is a lack of analysis that articulates the influence of
social and cultural factors on the way Vietnamese men and women present and practise
their sexuality (Phinney, 2009).
The main purpose of this study is to develop an understanding of social values
constructing masculinity and sexuality among modern Vietnamese men and how those
values have been influenced by modernisation taking place in Vietnam. This study
focuses on the concerns of gender and sexuality among Vietnamese men, and aims to
11

investigate how young, married, middle-class men in Hanoi—the most evident, affluent
beneficiaries of the present society—are making sense of their masculinity and sexuality
in the context of rapid social change in contemporary Vietnam. Using a qualitative
methodology, data has been obtained from in-depth interviews with 20 such men.

Thesis outline
To achieve the above aim, Chapter 2 reviews the historical context of Vietnamese
culture in which discourses of gender and sexuality were situated. It explores the
influence of Confucianism and the kinship system on traditional values of Vietnamese
culture. Specifically, it discusses the moral principles of Confucianism, such as the three
obedience principles (tam tòng), four virtues (tứ đức), five cardinal relationships (ngũ
thường), the double standard between men and women, family structures and
relationships between its members. These values structured the gender order and
regulated relationships between men and women in a traditional society of Vietnam.
The second part of the chapter reviews key historical changes in gender and sexuality
since the early 20th century. These include changes in women’s role in society: gaining
the right to vote, access to education and the workforce, ownership of property and
decision-making in the family. It also highlights conservative views on sexuality
evidenced by the control of the Communist party over individual private lives. The final
part of the study discusses multifaceted shifts of Vietnamese culture and society brought
about by modernisation taking place in the country since the last decade of the 20th
century to date. The discussion is followed by explanation of theoretical concepts of
social change and modernisation in order to gain an understanding of how the
contemporary society of Vietnam and its cultural values have been influenced by the
process of modernisation. The chapter ends with highlights of gaps in studying gender
and sexuality which this study aims to fill.
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Chapter 3 discusses the methodology used in this study. The early part discusses the
research design: instruments of data collection, recruitment, reflexivity, data analysis
and ethical considerations. In the later part, I introduce key theoretical concepts of
gender and masculinity, sexuality and patriarchy, and demonstrate their relevance in my
exploration of men’s accounts in regard to marriage, fatherhood and sexual practice.
Chapter 4 to Chapter 8 are five chapters focusing on the five different themes of the
discussion: entrance to heterosexuality; married lives; being a father; infidelity; and
sexual practice and satisfaction. Chapter 4 first explores men’s experiences of first love,
physical contact, sexual desire and first sexual intercourse. Experiences of men’s sexual
debut demonstrate the way they gain awareness, recognition and practice of their own
sexual desire, through which an understanding of the social change of sexuality among
heterosexual men is presented. Based on men’s descriptions of ideal masculine and
feminine traits, the later part of the chapter explores the domination of ideas about being
a proper sexual modern man and woman, shaping the way men in this study viewed and
experienced their sexuality.
Chapter 5 discusses the roles of men and women in the family as seen from men’s
perspectives. It explores men’s understanding of gender roles based on accounts of an
ideal husband and wife. This reflects men’s perceptions, views and attitudes on gender
order and how they have been influenced by the dominant discourse of gender. The
chapter moves on to examine how men actually manage their family lives, including:
the decision to marry their wives; men’s interaction with wives, children and parents;
men’s judgements and expectations of their own roles and of their partners’ in the
family. The discussion emphasises the meanings of marriage, especially the transition
from being single to married persons, accommodation and the management of men’s
practice of gender roles in relation to women.
13

Chapter 6 focuses on experiences of being a father in order to understand how
masculinity is supported by the status of having children and the practice of fathering. It
explores experiences at the moment men became fathers; meanings of being fathers and
having children, with an emphasis on men’s views on son preference; parenting
experiences; and the concern of childlessness among some of the men. This chapter
highlights the cultural values through which men construct their fatherhood and
masculinity.
Chapter 7 discusses a variety of circumstances and motivations influencing men to
commit adultery. It explores the consideration men give to moral values, the importance
of family, children, social standing and career development, which are symbolic
honours representing the Vietnamese version of masculine values. The discussion
highlights the benefits (in the form of privileges and the double standards) men gain for
the sexual exploitation of women. The chapter finally examines the concepts of sexual
affairs and rationales for men to betray their wives or stay away from sexual affairs.
To shed light on extra-marital practices, Chapter 8 first explores the sexual practices
that men want to experience with or without their married partners. It then discusses the
current sex lives men have with their wives and reflect on the quality and sexual
satisfaction/dissatisfaction of their sexual activities at home. The chapter aims to
examine the gender relations within the sex lives of modern Vietnamese men.
Finally, Chapter 9 details the conclusions of this dissertation. It briefly summarises the
previous chapters, with a particular emphasis on the major turning points in the men’s
lives revealed in Chapters 4 to 8, including first sexual experiences and transitions from
boyhood to manhood, from single to married life, to becoming fathers, and to
embarking on sex outside marriage. It brings together key concepts and discusses a
range of potential policy implications.
14

Chapter 2 Historical context
Geographically, Vietnam is situated on the eastern border of the Indochinese peninsula
in Southeast Asia in an area of 330,000 square kilometres (General Statistics Office of
Vietnam, 2007). The country shares borders with China to the north, Laos and
Cambodia to the west and the Eastern Vietnam Sea to the east. Before Vietnam was
recognised as an independent country in 1945, it experienced the rise and fall of its
nation: over a thousand years of Chinese occupation; wars against foreign aggression;
the prosperity and decline of dynasties; and colonisation by the French. After being
formally declared an independent nation, Vietnam experienced two wars lasting from
1945 to1975, first against France, then against the United States. Immediately following
these wars, there was a socio-economic crisis (1976 to 1985) due to the USA embargo,
the occupation of Cambodia and the border conflict with the Chinese.
In 1986 the government of Vietnam opened the door to the rest of the world by
introducing the Doi Moi reform, which provided radical economic and social change.
Vietnam’s population is approximately 85 million and half of the population is under 30
years old (General Statistics Office of Vietnam, 2008). Life expectancy at birth is 71 for
men and 75 for women (United Nations Statistics Division, 2007). The legal age for
men and women to get married is 20 and 18, and rural young people tend to be married
earlier than urban ones (Khuat, 2003).
This study was conducted in Hanoi, the capital city of Vietnam, situated in the north of
the country. Since the expansion of its geographic borders in 2008, Hanoi has doubled
in population up to six million and tripled in area from 920 to 3,324 square kilometres,
and the city is now divided into 28 districts (10 inner and 18 outer). With over a
thousand years of history, Hanoi is the centre of politics, economy, culture and
scientific knowledge of the country. It is also well known for its ancient old quarter,
15

European-style villas situated on tree-lined streets, museums, coffee shops, bars and
restaurants.
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The study examines lived experiences of young, urban, professional, married men with
a focus on five areas of individual experience through which masculinity is constructed:
entrance to heterosexuality; married lives; being fathers; sexual affairs; and sexual
practice. Before exploring each area of the men’s accounts, it is important to understand
the historical context in which this study is situated, and from which current debates and
discussion of gender, masculinity and sexuality are shaped. Accordingly, in this
chapter, Confucianism and the kinship systems—the two fundamental domains that
have shaped traditional values of Vietnamese culture—will be discussed with a focus on
gender and sexuality.
I will then move on to contemporary issues by highlighting key historical events in the
20th century that affected the way Vietnamese men and women perceive, experience
and represent gender and sexuality. I will then focus on the social and political reform
known as Doi Moi that was introduced in the late 1980s, to understand how it brought
about changes in society, gender and sexuality in the early decade of the 21st century.
Next, I will address the gap in current studies on Vietnamese men in relation to
sexuality and masculinity, and the contribution of this dissertation. Finally, I will
discuss the concepts of social change and modernisation to understand the influence of
modernisation on cultural values in contemporary Vietnam.

Confucianism
Over one thousand years, from 207 BC to 938 CE, Vietnam was colonised by the
Chinese empire. During this long period of time, known as the ‘sinicisation’, the culture
of Vietnam was greatly influenced by Chinese civilisation and philosophy, namely the
three teachings of Confucianism, Taoism (or Daoism) and Buddhism—the philosophies
and religions that shaped social organisation and regulated a variety of traditional
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beliefs and practices among Vietnamese people (Chandler, Owen et al., 2005a;
Hitchcock & Wesner, 2009; Jamieson, 1995; Khải, 2010).
Of the three teachings, Neo-Confucianism was the most dominant from the late 15th
century onwards (Jamieson, 1995; Le, 2003); this philosophy emphasises ‘the proper
form of social relationships’ (Jamieson, 1995:11), in which gender constructions and
hierarchic principles between genders and generations are centralised (Barbieri &
Belanger, 2009; Chandler et al., 2005a). Neo-Confucianism was developed during the
Song (960 to 1279) and Ming (1368 to 1644) dynasties in China in an effort to eliminate
the superstitious ideologies that were cultivated within Buddhism and Taoism. Chan
(1946:268) argues:
The spirit of Neo-Confucian rationalism is diametrically opposed to that of
Buddhist mysticism. Whereas Buddhism insisted on the unreality of things,
Neo-Confucianism stressed their reality. Buddhism and Taoism asserted that
existence came out of, and returned to, non-existence; Neo-Confucianism
regarded reality as a gradual realization of the Great Ultimate... Buddhists, and
to some degree Taoists as well, relied on meditation and insight to achieve
supreme reason; the Neo-Confucianists chose to follow Reason.

With regard to gender, the three bonds/obedience (tam tòng) and the four virtues (tứ
đức) are the two most salient Confucian principles. The three bonds regulate the
absolute authority of rulers over ministers, parents over children and husbands over
wives. Under these rules, ‘children owe filial piety to their parents until their death and
beyond through ancestor cult rituals. Sons hold a considerably higher value than
daughters do because they are the only ones who can continue the family line and
inherit the parental estate’(Barbieri & Belanger, 2009:11). The four virtues (Cong,
Dung, Ngon, Hanh) are moral principles applied to women in which:
Cong taught a woman to be not only industrious but also appreciative of others’
labour... Dung educated her to maintain a neat and humble physical appearance
in all situations… Ngon instructed her to refrain from verbally showing such
intense emotions as anger, frustration or jealousy… Hanh focused on her inner
18

beauty, making her an upright, filial, devoted, trustworthy, and kind-hearted
person. (Ngo, 2004)

To be recognised as an ideal woman, particularly by her husband and his family, she
must master the four virtues, and this is presumed to bring peace, honour and harmony
to her husband’s family. However, if she is not able to provide good conduct according
to these rules, she would be judged as having an ‘uncultured and ill-bred background’
(Ngo, 2004:51). Another manifestation of Hanh is the chastity of a woman, who must
be a virgin until marriage (Gammeltoft, 2002b; La, 2005). This requirement is recorded
in ‘Gia Huan Ca’, the work of the famous Vietnamese Confucian scholar, Nguyen Trai
(1380–1442), who wrote:
Having been born into this world,
Men should zealously observe loyalty and filial piety,
Women should always, with due attention, treasure
Chastity and purity. (cited in Gammeltoft, 2002b:123)

Male privilege is well identified in Confucian teachings. Folklore presents son
preference while disregarding girls and women. For example: ‘one boy is something;
ten girls, that’s nothing’ or ‘a hundred girls aren’t worth a single testicle’ (Jamieson,
1986:102). Sex is seen as a sin or an evil that needs to be avoided. In the Âm Chất Văn
Chú (the Annotated Text of Unrevealed Virtue), Le Quy Don (1726–1784) wrote:
I venture to think that everyone has both the mind of the body and the mind of
the spirit. The former is human [sexual] desires, the latter is morality (or heaven
truth). Human [sexual] desires dominating us, we do evil deeds. Heaven truth
conquering human [sexual] desires, we do good deeds. (cited in Khải, 2010:116)

Although sex is regarded as harmful, it is applied differently to men and women.
Jamieson (1986:116) describes a traditional practice of the double standard applied to
married men and women who commit adultery, that:
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If a married man had an affair with another woman, it might meet with some
disapproval, to be sure, but people often looked the other way. And in any event
he could and usually would be forgiven, even (or perhaps especially) by his
wife. If a man caught his wife in adultery or had evidence of her infidelity
presented to him, however, he could cut off her hair and smear her head with
lime, tie her out in the sun or parade her through the village streets for
vilification and abuse. He could divorce her and cast her out of the house. Or,
harshest of all, he could submit her to the authorities for sentencing. This could
mean bring condemned to death floating down the river on a banana plant raft
(bè chuối trôi sông). She would be tied up and lashed to a raft of banana plants
which would then be pushed out into the current of the nearest large river. If
such a raft came aground at another village downstream, it would unhesitatingly
be shoved back out into the middle of the river. This sentence in effect amounted
to a painful and ignominious execution.

This form of punishment is no longer practised in modern Vietnam; nevertheless, the
double standard is still a dominant value that ‘robs women of their human rights in both
family and society, [and]… ties up women’s lives and spirits to the patriarchal regime’
(Le, 2003).
It is significant to recognise the form of resistance to Confucian moral values reflected
in the works of Ho Xuan Huong, a feminist poet who lived in the late 18th century. In
Sharing a Husband (lấy chồng chung), Ho Xuan Huong attacked polygamy, in which
she compared the life of a secondary wife to that of an enslaved maid. She wrote:
Screw the fate that makes you share a man.
One cuddles under cotton blankets; the other’s cold.
Every now and then, well, maybe or maybe not.
Once or twice a month, oh, it’s like nothing.
You try to stick to it like a fly on rice
but the rice is rotten. You slave like the maid,
but without pay. If I had known how it would go
I think I would have lived alone. (translated by Balaban, 2000)
Chém cha cái kiếp lấy chồng chung
Kẻ đắp chăn bông kẻ lạ lùng
Năm thì mười họa hay chăng chớ
Một tháng đôi lần có cũng không
Cố bám ăn xôi xôi lại hỏng
Cầm bằng làm mướn mướn không công
Thân này ví biết dường này nhỉ
Thà trước thôi đành ở vậy xong.
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Ho Xuan Huong is also famous for using erotic texts as metaphors to devalue men. For
example, in The Paper Fan she wrote:
Are you seventeen or eighteen?
Let me cherish you by all means.
Thin or thick you display a triangle, and
Large or small I hold you with one hand.
The more it is hot the fresher you will submit,
Not enough love at night, daytime will make it.
Your cheeks are rose pink and give you grace,
Lords and kings love you because of your face. (translated by Balaban, 2000)
Mười bẩy hay là mười tám đây
Cho anh yêu dấu chẳng rời tay
Mỏng dầy chừng ấy chành ba góc
Rộng hẹp dường nào cắm một cây
Càng nóng bao nhiều thời càng mát
Hồng hồng má phấn duyên vì cậy
Chúa dấu vua yêu một cái này.

Another example is her criticism of the punishment applied to a woman who gives birth
to a child out of wedlock. In The Unwed Mother she asserted that ‘to be pregnant
without a husband reveals cleverness; to be pregnant after marriage demonstrates
commonness’ (quoted in Gammeltoft, 2002b:124).
Under the hierarchal system of Confucian society, to be a proper man each man must
respect the Five Cardinal Relationships (ruler – subject, parents – children, husband –
wife, elder brother – younger brother and friend – friend) and achieve the Ten
Righteousnesses (kind parents, filial children, good elder siblings, meek younger ones,
righteous husbands, obedient wives, benevolent seniors, safe juniors, virtuous rulers and
loyal citizens). Cao Xuan Duc (1842–1923), a famous historian and a high-ranking
mandarin of the Nguyen dynasty, wrote:
Man must have the Five Cardinal Relationships and the Ten Righteousnesses, so
the topics of ethics and moral conducts are set first. Man must earn his living
and do business, so the topics of occupation and situational contacts are set next.
Man must cultivate himself and regulate his family, then the topics of self21

cultivation and family regulation are set. Man must contact others, so the topics
of social contacts and consolation with protection are the last to conclude the
book. (cited in Khải, 2010:116)
At the level of the state, Confucian principles had a great influence on political
institutions. From 1075 (Ly Dynasty), a system of civil service examinations was
introduced (a replicated model from China) and applied in Vietnam; however, it was not
widespread until the 1400s (Chandler et al., 2005a) and remained in operation until
1919 (Nguyen Dynasty). It is worth noting that Le Thanh Tong (1442–1497), the
emperor of Dai Viet (the old name of Vietnam) who ruled from 1460 to 1497 and was
one of the most influential Confucian scholars in Vietnamese history, applied NeoConfucinist philosophy following which noblemen who succeeded in the civil service
examinations held every three years were assigned to work for the government.
Chandler et al. (2005a:109) describe this process as:
To pass the examinations, students had to write essays about Confucian
philosophy and ‘Northern’ histories (the most famous histories of China became
public administration guidebooks), write poems with standardized rhyme
schemes, and even prepare policy notes for their rules… Students who passed
the higher examinations were given welcome home parades in their villages, had
their names engraved on stone monuments that can still be read, and could
usually count on good government appointments.

Passing the civil service examination became the most honoured way that a man could
improve his social status, power and family’s wealth (Library of Congress, 1987). This
system of scholar-official’s selection was designed for men, not for women. In theory,
every man was entitled to apply for these examinations; however, in reality, due to the
high cost of academic preparation, most men from the lower classes (mainly peasants)
were not able to afford education and therefore the chance to upgrade their social status
was limited. Consequently, the ruling class mostly comprised the mandarins, who came
from wealthy families (Chandler et al., 2005a; Library of Congress, 1987). In other
words, in the old society of Vietnam, the civil service examination system created a
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pathway supporting a small group of upper-class men who dominated the large
population of men and women.

Photo 1: Successful candidates in academic costumes conferred by the king
Photo 2: Successful candidates kowtowing to thank the chief of Nam Định
province (1897)
[Source: http://nguyentl.free.fr.]
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Photos 3 & 4: Confucian teachers
[Source: http://nguyentl.free.fr]
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Kinship systems
In this section, I will review the kinship system of the Vietnamese people. I pay
particular attention to the role of men and women in traditional family forms, which will
provide the foundations for explaining the contemporary values on family and marriage.
It has been central to the social sciences to examine kinship systems, particularly in
anthropology, through which one is able to understand ‘life and death, not to mention
identity and personhood, honour and shame, control and property, and succession to
positions of authority’ (Good, 2010:396). Farber (2000:1501) says also that: ‘kinship
systems are mechanisms that link conjugal families (and individuals not living in
families) in ways that affect the integration of the general social structure and enhance
the ability of the society to reproduce itself in an orderly fashion’. Kinship is a key
theme that many social researchers have applied when studying the contemporary
society of Vietnam. Barbieri and Belanger (2009:10) note that: ‘research examining
Vietnamese society from the colonial period to the present consistently stresses family
institutions and kinship networks as being central to individuals’ lives and the
foundation for the entire society’. In relation to the roles of men and women in the
Vietnamese kinship, Nguyen (2010:14) argues:
From the viewpoint of Vietnamese kinship as patrilineage, each man is a
member of a patrilineage. His name is written in the book of patrilineage [sổ
họ]. Officially, the patrilineage defined its member as someone with rights and
obligations in matters such as worshipping ancestors, inheriting lineage property
and contributing to building, maintaining the property of the patrilineage such as
ancestral house and graves, bearing the name of the patrilineage, and attending
other activities of the patrilineage. Traditionally each woman carried her father’s
patrilineage name as her family name all her life but she had no rights to become
a member of her father’s patrilineage. After getting married, she also did not
become a member of her husband’s patrilineage. The position of women in the
patrilineage sphere was quite ambiguous. A woman was considered to belong to
her father’s patrilineage and because of this she carried her father’s patrilineage
name all her life. She was considered to belong to her husband’s patrilineage
based on the simple fact that she was married to him. However, officially, she
belonged to neither of them.
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Another characteristic of the Vietnamese kinship system is the set of terms that is used
to distinguish and deconstruct the patriarchal relationships between members of the
system. The higher rank a member holds in the order of the system, the better voice and
power that he or she has in the family. It is worth noting the distinction between two
terms: nội (inside) and ngoại (outsider) are used to refer to paternal and maternal
lineages. This reflects the deep imprint of identical Chinese terms in Vietnamese
kinship (Rydstrom, 2004). The two terms are described as follows:
Nội: Obviously derivative of Chinese, nội, as in the Chinese kinship system,
serves to indicate relatives in one’s own extended family. Since membership in
an extended family is determined, as in China, from descent through males (the
Annamese still observing strict rules of exogamy), all the relatives of the father
are conceived to be ‘inside,’ i.e. members of the extended family of Ego. It
follows that all kin related to Ego through males are nội. While female relatives,
such as the paternal aunts, one’s own sisters and daughters, are regarded as nội,
their offspring fall ‘outside’ of the extended family in accord with the rule of
exogamy and patrilineal descent.
Ngoại: This term, like nội, is derived from the Chinese. It applies to relatives
‘outside’ of one’s own extended family, i.e., kin related to Ego through females.
In the main, the designation ngoại applies to the members of the mother’s
extended family. Offspring of the sisters of father, one’s sisters’ children, and
the descendants of daughters are, however, also regarded as ngoại. The
designation will also apply to the relatives in the extended family of the
parternal grandmother. (Spencer, 1945:291–92)

As a supplement to the practice of patrilineal ancestor worship, the nội/ngoại distinction
creates a clear gender boundary in which ‘males are defined as ‘inside lineage’ (họ nội)
and a son is recognised as guaranteeing the connection between the deceased and future
members of his patrilineage. Females, on the other hand, are classified as ‘outside
lineage’ (họ ngoại), and a daughter is not assumed to be able to connect the past with
the future of her father’s patrilineage’ (Rydstrom, 2004:75). In addition, the nội/ngoại
categories differentiate the relationships between daughter-in-law and son-in-law with
parents. A Vietnamese proverb is often used to describe these two relationships: ‘the
daughter-in-law is a real child; the son-in-law is a stranger’ (dâu con, rể khách).
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Marriage plays a central role in the kinship system because ‘new spouses are tied
inextricably to members of the kin network’ (Ihinger-Tallman, 2000:1733).
Traditionally, Vietnam had a long practice of polygamy, following which ‘marriage to
the first wife is arranged through intermediaries. Following the first marriage, however,
an individual is free to provide himself with as many additional women in his household
as his economic position or fancies allow’ (Spencer, 1945:294). In Women and
Revolution in Vietnam, Tetreault (2000:48) describes the linkage between polygamy
and the labour of women:
Polygamy remained legal throughout Vietnam during French rule, and was not
even nominally abolished in the south until 1958. As in other countries,
polygamy in Vietnam underpinned a subsistence economy dependent on the
labour of women – wives, daughters, concubines, and mostly female servants.
As forced labour, these workers worked because men made them, either through
private coercion or by resorting to community sanctions against unco-operative
behaviour.
Vietnamese people believe that ‘having children is better than possessing great wealth’
(đông con hơn nhiều của) or ‘the more children, the more happiness and virtue’ (đông
con là nhà có phúc đức). This belief supports the idea of having multiple wives,
particularly for those men who are not able to have a son or have childless wives; as
Spencer (1945:305) says, ‘the barrenness of a wife is a usual reason for [her husband]
taking concubines’ .
When dealing with the nature and structure of Vietnamese kinship, scholars often fall
into two contrasting standpoints, debating whether Vietnamese kinship and family
structure are influenced by the East Asian model, which is often understood as the
Confucian-determined values supporting the patriarchal system, or the Southeast Asian
bilateral model, which allows for a better status of women (Hirschman & Loi, 1996).
Studies on modern Vietnamese kinship over the last two decades suggest that neither
the patrilineal/East Asian model nor the bilateral/South East Asian model is able to give
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a full explanation and justification for the complexity of the Vietnamese kinship system
(Belanger & Khuat, 1998; Hirschman & Loi, 1996; Hy, 1989; Nguyen, 2010).
Commenting on Van Luong’s work (1989) on the Vietnamese kinship system, Nguyen
(2010:15) says:
As to the male-oriented model, Luong argues that in pre-socialist era, the maleoriented model of Vietnamese kinship system could be seen through several
important aspects. Those aspects include the polygamy emphasising the
continuity of male-oriented kinship, the patrilineal extended family, the rule of
patrilocal residence, the gender hierarchy with most privileges for men, the
labour division with the public-oriented roles of men and the domestic-oriented
roles of women, the emphasis of distinction between patrilineal and matrilineal
relatives. Concerning the non-male-oriented model, Luong points out that a
woman still kept the surname of her father after she married. She kept contacts
with her own relatives and brought her children to her parents’ house to attend
important anniversaries.
Hence, it is significant not only to acknowledge the imprint of Confucian influence on
the Vietnamese kinship system, but also to recognise its modification historically,
particularly differences between the roles of men and women within this system.

By reviewing the traditional values of Vietnamese culture, in particular Confucianism
and kinship system, on the one hand, it helps to deepen understanding of how
Vietnamese tradition shapes the way that modern men view and practise their gender
roles in the family today, and it sets a base from which I have been able to investigate
whether these values have been shifted or preserved in a modernising Vietnam on the
other hand. For example, the four virtues (Cong, Dung, Ngon, Hanh) set moral
principles to judge a woman as to whether she is a woman of good conduct; when
asking men in this study to talk about the traits of an ideal wife, I have been able to
understand the influence (or not) of the four virtues on the way that modern Vietnamese
men value their marriage partners. Similarly, the review of the Vietnamese kinship
system has allowed me to understand the hierarchal order of maternal and paternal
lineages and the structure of a traditional family in Vietnam in which men were valued
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above women. For example, understanding the importance of having children,
especially sons, in a traditional family and the relationship between parents and children
has allowed me to explore what and how men in this study talked about their family
lives, expectations of their wives in dealing with in-laws and keeping the family
harmonious and the awareness of moral duty to parents. The understanding of
polygamous practice in the old society of Vietnam has permitted me to explore whether
this value/tradition affects the way that modern men perceive and practise their sex lives
when examining their sexual practice and sex outside marriage. In short, reviewing
Conficianism and the kinship system have helped to understand how gender relations
and sexuality were embedded in Vietnamese traditional values and provided an
important background for the present study when examining social changes in gender
and sexuality in the contemporary society of Vietnam.
*
*

*

I am now turning to review the issue of gender and sexuality in the 20th century with a
focus on historical moments bringing about changes in the position of women and men
in the society of Vietnam.

Gender and sexuality in the 20th century in Vietnam
Vietnam has gone through the 20th century with great historical, political, cultural and
socio-economic changes that have transformed society and challenged the traditional
norms of gender and sexuality in various ways. I will not cover the whole picture of
gender and sexuality in the country throughout the century; instead, I highlight key
historical moments that have influenced the social organisation of gender and sexuality.
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Several sources have identified significant historical events that have transformed
Vietnamese society. By the early years of the 20th century, Vietnam had been colonised
for 50 years by the French. Under the influence of the democratic movement in France
in the late 19th century and requests from the local intelligentsia, the colonisers opened
public schools and institutions of higher education in the country (Chandler, Owen et
al., 2005b; Dang, 2010). For example, the French School of the Far East was established
in 1901 and the Indochinese School of Medicine and the School of Arts and Crafts were
opened in 1902 (Chandler et al., 2005b).
The first female school was opened in Hanoi in 1908 and attracted 178 students, which
was a breakthrough when women were first permitted to access education (Dang, 2010).
This was also the first school for women in the Indochinese peninsula. The number of
female students in northern Vietnam constantly increased, from 8,218 students in the
school year 1931–1932 to 24,658 in 1941–1942, which accounted for ten percent of the
total students (Dang, 2010). It was reported that in the same school year of 1941–1942,
there were 883 students who graduated from colleges in Indochina; during this time,
Hoang Thi Nga became the first Vietnamese woman to earn a Doctor of Science from a
French institution (Dang, 2010).
The conflicts between traditional Confucian values and the social requirements for
change in women’s position in family and society generated public discussion in the
early decades of the 20th century (Marr, 1976). Women’s issues and the question of
their role in society, such as discussions of women’s rights, changes in the hierarchal
relationships between parents and children and monogamous marriage, were openly
discussed in newspapers, magazines and among the intelligentsia, particularly in urban
areas (Barbieri & Belanger, 2009). Scott and Truong (2007:244) describe the conflicts:
The Confucian tradition, which reinforced social hierarchy and patriarchal
values, came to be challenged by the emergent women’s movement of the early
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20th century and the French education system. Women’s rights were a topic of
interest for the elite, including early analyses of women and colonial
exploitation.
One of the most important historical events in the early 20th century in Vietnam was the
importing of Communist ideology into the country from China and Russia, which
influenced many facets of society, including the roles of women and men. The
beginning of this was the birth of the Vietnamese Communist Party in 1930, which was
later transformed into the Indochinese Communist Party (ICP) in 1941, the key
component of the League for the Independence of Vietnam (Viet Minh), led by
president Ho Chi Minh. In September 1940, the Japanese invaded Vietnam and took
over the country from the French during World War II. During this time, the ICP was
the leader of large-scale resistance to the Japanese. In August 1945, taking advantage of
the confusion of the political circumstances when the Japanese surrendered, Ho
proclaimed the independence of Vietnam on 2nd September 1945 (Tetreault, 2000).
Soon after this event, the French reoccupied the country, causing the protracted war (or
the colonial war) between the Viet Minh and France, until defeat at Dien Bien Phu
ended French colonisation in Indochina.
From 1930 to 1945, it was possible to see the active involvement of women in army
activities led by the Viet Minh. During the colonial war (1946–1954), about one million
women from both the north and south of the country engaged in the war as guerrillas
(Tetreault, 2000). Women were also the main labour force transporting materials and
supplies to the front during the Dien Bien Phu battle. Tetreault (2000:49) describes the
progress in women’s movement that the colonial war produced:
The Viet Minh offered more than words to Vietnamese women. Women who
previously had no rights to land were given a share in land in the areas taken
over as the revolution proceeded in the countryside. In 1946, the new
constitution proclaimed the economic and political equality of women and men,
defined the rights of women within the family, and provided for female suffrage.
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Vietnamese women voted for the first time in their history on 6 January 1946,
sending ten women to the Chamber of Deputies, 2.5 percent of the total.

President Ho Chi Minh recognised the family as the ‘cells of society’ and the
‘barometer of the nation’s well-being’ in which it ‘became an emblematic site for the
construction of idealized social relations prescribed by Marxism as the corner stone of
an egalitarian and socialist nation’ (Barbieri & Belanger, 2009:13). The emphasis on the
socialist family must be seen in the context of war time, in which young men were sent
to the front while women stayed back in the rear, as Gammeltoft (2002c:124) describes:
With the 1945 revolutions, however, sexual purity became part of official
ideology. The socialist exaltation of the family went hand in hand with the
celebration of women in their reproductive and nursing roles, and socialist
norms set strict rules for female sexual behaviour, glorifying pure, faithful love
while being sharply critical of non-marital sexual relations. In the socialist era,
female virtues of loyalty, chastity, and self-sacrifice were centrally placed both
in state policies and in everyday lives.

The French quickly realised that they could not keep Indochina as a colony, so they then
sued for peace, resulting in the Geneva Accords in 1954, following which the French
withdrew their troops from Vietnam, ending 96 years of colonisation in Indochina. The
Geneva Accords also marked a tension between the two political camps of the Cold
War—socialist (with involvement of China, the Soviet Union and Viet Minh) and
capitalist (with the USA, Britain, France and representatives of Bao Dai, the last
emperor of Vietnam)—following which Vietnam was partitioned temporarily into
northern and southern zones. The northern part was governed by the Viet Minh (or Ho
Chi Minh’s Government of Democratic Republic of Vietnam), while the southern part
was headed by Bao Dai, the former emperor, but was soon replaced by the Government
of the State of Vietnam (or Ngo Dinh Diem’s government, supported by the USA).
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The division of the country created two different pictures in relation to gender. In the
North, the socialist model of society had been constructed ‘with the collectivization of
agriculture and the nationalization of production, the near elimination of private
property and enterprises, and severely challenged the very bases of families and kinship
modes of organization. Local power structures crumbled under land reforms and the
attacks on former landowners, the bourgeoisie, and the intellectual classes’ (Barbieri &
Belanger, 2009:13). Under the communist ideology, women’s emancipation was
equated with the goal of the construction of socialism. Truong (1996: 04) points out
regarding the shift in state policy on women that:
the emphasis on the family as a major source of women’s oppression became
less emphasized. Instead, policy rationale was shifted to the family as a basic
cell that promotes social and economic stability through the reproduction and
maintenance of generations of human beings whose emotions, vitality and
labouring power should be directed at the achievement of socialism.

This political change was brought about to ensure that there would be sufficient supply
(both of goods and of production of human beings) to pursue the war against the South,
as well as to implement the construction of socialism in the North (Truong, 1996). From
1954 to 1975, the ideology of collectivism was advocated as a goal of the nation’s
liberation. The most noticeable women’s advocacy was from the Vietnam Women’s
Union—the political body of the Communist party representing Vietnamese women—
which launched the three responsibilities (Phong Trào Ba Đảm Đang): take charge of
agricultural and industrial production; manage the family; and support soldiers at the
front and take up arms if necessary (Schafer, 2010). In her Study on Sexuality in
Vietnam: The Known and the Unknown, Khuat (1998:18) describes the lives of men
and women who lived at that time:
The period of national construction and defence attracted many young people to
leave their families and participate in the growing labor force at state farms,
construction sites, factories and the military. Living collectively, far from their
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families, young people were in an environment conducive to broaden education
served to raise the educational levels and cultural intellect of the younger
generation—the base upon which to develop a new way of life. Yet, reality did
not develop as one might have expected. Instead, a very different picture of
sexual relations developed. People did not believe that it was the time to think
about individual sentimental feelings, but should contribute their utmost to the
nation’s construction and defence. Literature praising romantic ideas and
individualism were criticized and replaced by a genre in which the characters
embodied revolutionary heroism and the sacrifice of private sentiment for the
collective good. The common theme of literary works at the time was pure,
faithful love, and the restraint of natural desires in order to preserve their honor
and obligations towards the great cause.

In such a rigid society, every single action was carefully monitored by the family and
controlled by public opinion and outreach communist institutions (for example, Ho Chi
Minh Young Pioneers monitored children and teenagers; Ho Chi Minh Communist
Youth Union monitored young people; Vietnam Farmers’ Union was in charge of
farmers; Vietnam Women’s Union, Vietnam Trade Union, etc.) and expressions of free
love and sexuality among young people became muted. Khuat (1998:20) notes:
In a setting of rigid ethical concepts that absolutely assessed and decided the fate
of humans, pre-marital sexual relations and extramarital affairs, regardless of the
reason, were considered illicit and immoral. If discovered, people would be
severely punished and, as a result, they could never recover their social standing
and dignity in the eyes of others. If they were Party members or members of the
Youth Union, they would be expelled. If they were local level leaders, they
would be demoted. Rank-and-file employees and workers faced enormous
danger of being fired and sent back to their home village. These penalties do not
begin to tell of the public scorn and the loss of friends, and sometimes families.
In rural areas, the consequences of an ‘illegitimate’ love were much more
serious, particularly for women.

In the South, the situation and position of women was very different, depending on
whether they lived in urban or rural areas. For example, in Saigon, the capital city,
‘Madam Nhu, Diem’s sister-in-law, sought to counter the Viet Minh’s appeal to women
by forming her own women’s groups, the Women’s Solidarity Movement’ (Tetreault,
2000:50). Time Magazine (1962:742) describes this:
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A puritan as well as a feminist, Madame Nhu is the founder and president of the
1,000,000 Women’s Solidarity Movement, a sort of Asian Junior League that
has set up nurseries, maternity clinics, social welfare centers, kindergartens and
night schools. Three years ago [1959], the National Assembly passed her family
bill, which banned polygamy and concubinage, set up stiff penalties for adultery,
outlawed divorce except by permission of the President. Currently, Madam Nhu
is plugging a social purification law that would outlaw taxi dancers,
prizefighting and other immoral entertainment.

Nevertheless, this women’s movement was not seen as an effective one because it
operated within a regime which was ‘too Catholic and too brutal in its suppression of its
domestic opponents to appeal to peasants in the countryside’ (Tetreault, 2000:50),
particularly after the assassination of President Ngo Dinh Diem in November 1963.
Meanwhile, many women in rural areas in the South participated in the revolution to
fight against the USA. According to Le Tan Danh (1966), ‘from 1954 to 1965 female
revolutionaries in the south suffered 250,000 deaths, 40,000 disabilities as the result of
torture, and 36,000 imprisonments’ (cited in Tetreault, 2000:55). To recognise women’s
sacrifices in the South, president Ho Chi Minh awarded them the eight golden words
(note that in Vietnamese they are eight syllables): heroic, indomitable, loyal and
resourceful (Anh hùng, Bất khuất, Trung hậu, Đảm đang). Women were represented
during the American war as ‘the cultural symbols of the nurturing mother and the
heroine who leads the people to expel the foreign invader …[and] carry multiple
messages: the bravery of the Vietnamese people, the totality of national mobilization,
and the extent of sacrifice demanded by the revolution’ (Tetreault, 2000:56).
While young northern people had a difficult time experiencing love and sexuality, their
counterparts in the south enjoyed free love and sexual expression. For example,
romantic love was a great theme found in literature written by female writers and in
songs sung by southern singers; a newspaper column called Questions and Answers on
Sexuality was written by psychologists in Saigon that time (Pastoetter, 2001). In the city
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of Saigon, sex work became a large industry with 200,000 sex workers, many of whom
worked in the ‘Rest and Recreation’ – a sort of brothel industry serving US soldiers
during the war (Nguyen & Harris, 2009). Homosexual venues also emerged in Saigon
with 18 gay establishments, of which three bars served lesbian clients only (Pastoetter,
2001).
With the fall of Saigon in spring 1975, Vietnam was reunited as one nation under the
rule of the Communist Party. From 1975 to 1985, the country passed through the most
severe political, social, economic crisis in the century. Truong (1996:05) describes this
in the southern part:
Socially, there has been a considerable shift in the lines of authority within
family relations after decades of separation due to the war efforts, leading to
many forms of inter-generational conflict as well as conflicts between genders
… Politically, the reunification of the country under the control of one party has
led to the disintegration of many families in the South, initially stimulated by the
massive political re-education of members of the former South Vietnamese
government, the coercive methods of implementation of the New Economic
Zones, and the subsequent flows of international migration. Economically,
attempts to collectivize production in the South have met with more resistance
than success, particularly in the Mekong Delta, and have triggered a steep
decline in production ... This exacerbated the high rate of unemployment and
underemployment among the southern population.

In the north, the death of more than one million Viet Cong soldiers resulted in genderspecific consequences whereby many young women became widows or did not have a
chance to repartner. The situation became even worse, as public opinion was against
widows who remarried or had children out of wedlock. Recognising the issue, the
government launched the Law on Marriage and Family in 1987, following which
‘illegitimate children were entitled to the same rights and obligations as legitimate
children’ (Khuat, 1998:27); however, in reality, women who decided to have children
without marriage vows still faced discrimination (Khuat, 1998; Zhang & Locke, 2002).
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The post-war period also witnessed people’s exhaustion at living in poverty for a long
time. Owning basic items, such as a watch or a bicycle, became a luxurious dream for
many young people. One of the famous pieces of folklore called Mười Yêu (ten loved
conditions) circulating during that time expressed the hunger of a young woman for
material goods. She asked her prospective lover for ten requirements if he wanted to
marry her:
First, I would love you if you have a Seiko watch
Second, if you have a golden fish-coloured Peugeot bicycle
Third, if you have a proper house
Fourth, if you are a citizenship of the Capital
Firth, if your mom is no longer alive
Sixth, if your dad will ‘relocate’ to Van Dien cemetery soon
Eighth, if you leave and come home every morning and evening [having a stable
job]
Ninth, if you can give me white rice to eat
Tenth, if meals you serve me every day come with more meat than vegetable
Một yêu anh có Sen-ko
Hai yêu anh có Pơ-giô cá vàng
Ba yêu nhà cửa đàng hoàng
Bốn yêu hộ khẩu rõ ràng thủ đô
Năm yêu không có bà bô
Sáu yêu Văn Điển ông bô sắp về
Bảy yêu anh vững tay nghề
Tám yêu sớm tối đi về có nhau
Chín yêu gạo trắng phau phau
Mười yêu nhiều thịt ít rau hàng ngày.

Another important issue that influenced the way people perceived and experienced
sexuality and shaped the size of the traditional Vietnamese family was the influence of
family-planning policy. Although it was initiated in early 1960s in the north, the family
planning program was strengthened and scaled up in the mid-1970s across the whole
country. Zhang and Lock (2002:08–9) observe:
After reunification, small family norms were officially re-emphasised during the
mid-late 1970s, which was followed by a nation-wide concerted family planning
effort since the early 1980s. In 1984, the National Committee of Population and
Family Planning (NCPFP) was formally established to coordinate family
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planning and health care services. In 1988… The council of Ministers
pronounced an enhanced family planning programme, vigorously promoting a
small family norm of one or two children for each Viet couple with the
exception of certain ethnic minority groups… Abortion has been made legal and
widely available. Material and non-material incentives and disincentives have
been adopted to enforce policy implementation. These include free or heavily
subsidised contraception provision, such as IUD insertion and condoms, and
material benefit offered to couples who receive sterilisation to compensate for
the time taken off from work and transportation expenses.

The family-planning program has contributed to the decline of the fertility rate,
particularly among women of childbearing age. The total fertility rate dropped from
nearly 5.0 in 1979 to 2.3 in 1999 (Haub & Huong, 2009). At individual levels, the
program freed women from the burden of mothering and gave them more time and
energy to invest in education, careers or participation in society. However, the program
also exposed a concern regarding a very high rate of abortion among women,
particularly in the north. Statistics in 1997 showed that in the lifetime of an average
Vietnamese woman, she had about 1.3 abortions (Haub & Huong, 2009). Among many
reasons for this the situation, it is important to note the dominance of the moral code
associated with women’s virginity, which limited them from involvement in premarital
sex and made the use of abortion among single women greater. In her study of single
women who sought abortion services in Hanoi, Gammeltoft (2002b:119) points out that:
In the life worlds of Vietnamese youth, dominant cultural ideas often find social
expression through ‘public opinion’ (du luan xa hoi), i.e. the moral evaluations
carried out by the people who constitute the social fabric of their daily lives–
from neighbors and shopkeepers to family and friends. When the youths in this
study felt that they transgressed moral boundaries, it was the condemnation of
‘public opinion’ they feared most, and when they struggled to assert their own
perceptions of the meanings of social and sexual events, it was the cultural
power of ‘public opinion’ they struggled against.

Changing the role of women in the family achieved significant progress after the
American war. The first step was the ‘New Culture Family’ campaign launched by the
Vietnam Women’s Union, following which women and men were encouraged to have
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equal rights in decision-making and sharing housework in the family (Truong, 1996).
The second step was the revision of the Law on Marriage and the Family issued in
1986. Wisensale (1999:607) summarises this:
The husband shall have the duty to create conditions for the wife to fulfill her
mother’s role (Law on Marriage and the Family, 1986, chap. 3, article 11). Each
partner shall be free to choose his or her respective partner and, in selecting a
domicile, the couple shall not be forced to follow customary rules under which
the wife usually moved in with her husband’s parents if he was the eldest son.
Equally important is the law on property, which states that husband and wife
shall have equal rights and duties with regard to their common property:
purchase, sale, exchange, borrowing or other dealings involving property of
considerable value shall require general consent between husband and wife.

In short, the 20th century marked great changes in the roles of Vietnamese women in
society. Women were empowered by gaining the right to vote, access to education and
the workforce, ownership of property, and decision-making in the family. The changes
in the law on marriage and family planning allowed women to be less burdened by
maternal roles and free from being a second wife in polygamous marriages. These
historical changes in the gender order help to map out the current gender relations with
in which the discussion of men and women’s roles in the family is situated in this
present study.

The last century, however, also witnessed conservative views on sexuality influencing
the daily lives of Vietnamese men and women, particularly in the northern part of the
country. Sexuality was controlled by the Communist party and often reduced to
reproduction, which governed the way that young men and women in those days
expressed free love and presented sexuality in a rigid way. This understanding marks a
standpoint from which the examination of current sexual practices among modern men
in the present study is referred to, reflected and compared.
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Doi Moi and contemporary Vietnam
Economic reform, known as Doi Moi, was introduced in Vietnam in 1986, following
which the economy moved from a centrally planned model to an open-market one. Doi
Moi led to a vast transformation in the economy of the country. This shift helped to
encourage private ownership of the business sector and de-collectivisation of property,
and attracted and increased foreign trade and investment. It also created a culture of
consumption, particularly in urban areas, which allowed global ideas, capital and
products to flow to the nation (Beresford, 2001; Chandler et al., 2005b; Thomas &
Drummond, 2003).
Since Doi Moi, Vietnam has been increasingly integrated into the global economy. The
country became a member of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) in
1995, signed a Bilateral Trade Agreement with the USA in 2000 and joined the World
Trade Organization (WTO) following the Trade and Investment Framework Agreement
in 2007. It has developed many important trade agreements with the European Union
and other countries. These are the significant events that launched an economic boom in
the country. For example, growth in the country’s gross domestic product (GDP) before
and around Doi Moi (1985–88) was around 4 percent. This sharply increased to 5.2
percent in 1988–91, reached 8.6 percent in 1991–98 and remained at a high rate of 8.1
percent in 2003–07 (Economist Intelligent Unit, 2008; Le & Le, 2000).
Not only did Doi Moi bring about change in economic development, but also in culture
and society. As Thomas and Drummond (2003:01), quoted in J Hartley(1996), point
out:
Vietnam is on the brink of becoming a fully fledged media culture in which the
popular narratives and cultural icons are reshaping political views, constructing
tastes and values, crystallising the market economy and ‘providing the materials
out of which people forge their very identities’ (Hartley, 1996:1). These changes
have been the catalysts for an exciting ferment of activity in the domain of pop
culture.
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The most visible change has occurred in cities, particularly in urban areas in the north.
For example, bicycles were the main means of transport in the 1980s. These were
replaced by motorbikes in the 1990s (Fforde, 2003). A recent Survey Assessment of
Vietnamese Youth (General Statistics Office of Vietnam, Ministry of Health et al.,
2003), which involved 7,584 young people aged 14 to 25 years from 42 provinces
across the country, found that motorbikes are owned by 74.9 percent of urban families.
Further changes are: televisions are owned by 92.7 percent; VCD and DVD players by
68.3 percent; landline phones by 53.8 percent; computers by 22 percent; and mobile
phones by 26.1 percent. The number of internet users has risen dramatically from
around 190,000 in 1999 to 1.9 million in 2002, making the country’s
telecommunications industry the second fastest-growing in the world after China
(Economist Intelligent Unit, 2003). These exemplify the massive change during the Doi
Moi area.
It is important to note that there has been a significant increase in the number of people
who benefited from Doi Moi and became a moneyed class. Cited in Trịnh (1993;
2000), King et al. (2008:792) describe this new emerging middle-class of people as:
individuals who possess knowledge, skills, experience, and social connections
and who have seized opportunities offered by economic development to become
affluent;… people in positions of administrative power, people who control
economic capital, and people with education, experience and employable skills.

Looking closely at this professional middle-class, King et al. (2008:783) suggest that:
The expanding young middle-class in Vietnam exhibits many of the
characteristics of the middle-class everywhere––possession of cultural capital, a
firm interest in and commitment to education, an orientation to consumption and
to accessing news and information, and aspirations to improve and develop in
personal and career terms.
Doi Moi has massively changed many aspects of the economy and society in Vietnam
that have improved the economic independence of women. However, recent statistics
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still show a big gap between men and women in income, higher education and career
development opportunities, etc. According to the World Bank (2006), in urban areas a
Vietnamese woman in 2004 on average earned 83 percent of a man’s wage, and 85
percent in rural areas. Among those who have postgraduate degrees, men constitute 61
percent of those with master’s degrees and 82 percent of those with doctoral degrees.
Ninety-three percent of associate professors and 96 percent of professors are men
(Vietnam Women’s Union, 2005). Almost all educational institutions are managed by
men, despite the fact that women account for up to 71 percent of teachers and
educational staff. The situation is even worse in administration and management, where
men are five times more likely than women to hold such positions (World Bank, 2006).
Since Doi Moi, changes in attitudes towards sexuality were soon noticeable in the mass
media in the country. Topics such as adultery, premarital sex, sexual pleasure,
contraception, abortion and sexual harassment are discussed openly and widely in mass
media products. For example, love and sex-related issues appear in the problem pages
and advice columns in both print and electronic newspapers, on radio programs that
allow young listeners to call in, ask questions and find answers, and on television talk
shows (see Khuat, 1998). These issues are even more visible on new media such as
cable TV, with hundreds of international channels, and the internet, particularly with
chat rooms, personal blogs and YouTube. Mobile phone use has also brought about
changes in communications.
These technologies enable many young Vietnamese to meet and date online, share their
sexual experiences and stories, and even exchange sex video clips. A recent sex scandal
involved a young TV star Hoang Thuy Linh, who recorded acts of sexual intercourse
with her boyfriend and posted this on YouTube. This rocked the state media and
challenged many traditional views towards sexuality among various generations and
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classes. BBC News stated that: ‘Blogs and forums are flooded with millions of
messages discussing whether Thuy Linh deserves sympathy or punishment and whether
she needs to apologise publicly to her fans’ (Pham, 2007:02). Thuy Linh was then asked
(by the Party leader) to give a public apology and resign from her work. Her TV show
was also cancelled. This story generated a critical public debate between conservative
and more open-minded views on sexual behaviour among young people and reflected
changes in the way that young people practise premarital sex today.
According to the traditional moral code, sex before marriage was not accepted and Ăn
cơm trước kẻng (living in sin) was an idiom used to ridicule a couple who experienced
premarital sex. Today, according to a study conducted by the General Statistics Office
of Vietnam (2003), one in three single urban males (33.4 percent) aged 22 to 25 report
having sex before marriage, compared with only 3.7 percent of their female
counterparts. This pattern also occurs among young rural people aged 22 to 25, 26.0
percent of males and 3.3 percent of females. These show gender disparities regarding
sex before marriage between young men and women. A recent study (Nguyen, 2007),
conducted in Hanoi, examined sexual practices among young, unmarried, urban,
Vietnamese men and women, and concluded that there is an emerging trend in this
population towards premarital sex, unmarried cohabitation and multiple and internet
dating. This finding signals a shift in values among urban youth in Vietnam that has
developed since Doi Moi (Ghuman, 2005).
Another recent survey looked at changes in sexual practice between different
generations over three important periods of time: (1) war time (cohorts married during
1963−1971); (2) the socio-economic crisis period (1977–1985); and (3) the economic
boom (1992–2000) (Ghuman, Vu et al., 2006). The survey was conducted in both north
and south Vietnam and recruited 2,498 respondents. It revealed that in the north 31
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percent of those in the most recent cohort had premarital sex (among whom 55 percent
did so with someone other than their future spouse), compared with 6 percent and 13
percent respectively in the two earlier cohorts. These findings indicate that premarital
sex is becoming increasingly common in the country, especially in the north.
During the Doi Moi era, not only were changes in heterosexuality within love and
marriage rules observed, but changed extra-marital behaviours were also reported,
including adultery, sex with sex workers, men having sex with men and sex with
transgender persons. It is estimated that in the mid-1990s there were 50,000 to 70,000
female sex workers in Ho Chi Minh City (Ghuman et al., 2006). The sex industry
operates in ‘a relatively open manner [and is] practised in almost all hotels, inns,
restaurants, dancing halls, beauty and massage parlours, beer houses, cafeterias, public
parks, street pavements, bus stations, railway stations and other places such as dyke
embankments or sea beaches’ (McNally, 2003:112 cited in Le, 1993). McNally (2003:
110) further notes that economic and social changes under Doi Moi ‘have made the
booming sex economy, which some argue has always operated throughout all levels of
society, more visible’. Regarding the visibility of homosexuality during this period, Vu
et al. (2008:85) argue that gay culture has become much more visible after Doi Moi,
particularly in urban centres, due to migration to cities and ‘a liberalisation of social
change’.
In short, a number of analysts (Gammeltoft, 2002b; Ghuman et al., 2006; Khuat, 1998;
King et al., 2008) have argued that Doi Moi has brought about major changes in
sexuality in contemporary Vietnam. They refer to key enabling conditions that have
facilitated more open views towards sexuality: economic development and the rise of
the middle-class; urbanisation; increased personal freedom; changes in family

44

relationships; women gaining economic independence; and the social exchange of ideas
with the world as a result of globalisation.
Vietnamese men appear to be greater beneficiaries of the newly sexualised era under
Doi Moi than women. McNally (2003:112) describes being a man in the central district
of Ho Chi Minh city and how women’s bodies are used:
For most men, a walk down ‘General Uprising Street’, the streets around the
Reunification Palace, or up Pasture Street in District One on any night of the
week will bring whistles from cyclo drivers or an offer of a massage. You may
be enticed by young women from doorways of small bars or karaoke cafes to
come join them. Through representations from calendars and advertisements for
cigarettes and alcohol in restaurants, to the early, government-sponsored, antisocial evils posters (which have a propensity to be recycled by local authorities),
women’s bodies are rendered as sexual, available, promiscuous and aplenty for
the enjoyment or just for the gaze of men.

In regard to sexual relationships within marriage, a study conducted by Khuat et al.
(2009d) over a period of four years from 2003 to 2007 in four provinces from both the
north and south (based on life-history interviews with 128 men and 117 women aged
from 15 to over 50 years old) revealed that, although young people are more open about
sex, there are still barriers that prevent married couples from having better sex lives,
particularly married women, whose sexual activities are constrained by traditional
gender stereotypes and maltreatment from their husbands. The authors conclude that:
women’s sexual pleasure is often placed second to men’s sexual pleasure and
should not be expressed openly but only in response to men’s desires. Men have
all the power in deciding when the couple can have sex, what to do during sex,
and even what their wives should think about sex. Women, for the most part,
have to take a very passive role in the couple’s sexual life since their active
suggestions about sex can be interpreted as unethical or indecent… discussion
about sex among married couples also depends on the husbands [who] define the
language that can be used for discussion about sex… [ and there is a] lack of
private space for husbands and wives to express their sexual feelings freely and
openly. Such lack of space can lead to tension in married life and sometimes to
the end of marriages. (Khuat et al., 2009d:216)

In another study conducted in 2005 with 324 respondents, among whom 222 were men,
61 married women and 41 entertainment establishment owners, Tran et al. (2008)
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explored the sexual decision-making processes of men who purchased commercial sex.
It showed that 70−90 percent of men in the study knew other men who had sex outside
of marriage. The reason that these men went to sex workers was that they did not have a
fulfilling sex life with their wives. However, ‘when asked if they would stay home more
if their wife could do the same things a sex worker could do, some men thought such
behaviours were not appropriate for their wife’ (Tran et al., 2008:03). This suggests that
men have continued to be influenced by and to benefit from the conservative gender
order. Phinney (2008) argues that men have more leisure time and mobility to interact
with the commercial economy and society due to liberal economic policies and the
lessening of government control over population after Doi Moi; however, these policies
‘tend to reinforce women’s orientation to the home, allowing husbands’ greater access
to extramarital sexual liaisons without the risk of being caught by their wives’ (Phinney,
2008:665).
During the course of this study, two articles were published looking at the sex lives of
Vietnamese heterosexual men. The first study was conducted by Horton and Rydstrom
(2011), who interviewed men and women from both rural areas (farmers) and cities
(working-class people) aged 15–52 over three periods of time between 1994 and 2008.
Based on the Latin American concept of machismo, which is understood as the male
privilege and its support of men’s superiority, Horton and Rydstrom argue that ‘male
sexuality understood as a natural quintessential drive, as well as ideas about a wife’s
obligations to serve her husband by complying with his sexual needs, together provide
men with morally legitimized explanations for the buying of various kinds of female
sexual services’.
The second study, conducted by Nguyen and Harris (2009), examine the relationship
between extramarital sex, masculinity and gender relations in Vietnam. In this study,
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Nguyen and Harris conducted 220 survey interviews with respondents (170 men and 50
women) from 28 out of 63 provinces nationwide at various aged groups (mid–20s to
over 60s), most of whom were approached at open areas where men gather to drink.
They also followed up with 22 in-depth interviews with men from the three cities of
Hanoi, Ho Chi Minh City and Vinh Long. The study pointed out that:
The relationship of sexuality to the construction of Vietnamese masculinity is
rooted in tradition, expressed in the past as legal polygamy, and expressed in
modernity as a menu of possible extramarital relationships. Masculinity as
constructed by cultural forms, not industrialization, is the primary cause of the
commonality of extramarital relationships. However, industrialization has
played a role in having transformed the traditions of polygamy and prostitution
into a highly structured sex market that mirrors industrialization and
modernization. (Nguyen & Harris, 2009:139)

Gap in studies on gender and sexuality among
Vietnamese men
Despite a growth in the number of studies on sexuality in Vietnam, attention in
examining sexuality and its relationship to masculinity is very limited. Indeed, these
two studies are the only sources available to date. However, both studies fail to
investigate the negotiation of power in relation to sexuality between husbands and
wives within the context of the family. Overall, studies about Vietnamese men,
particularly their roles in the family, are extremely limited. In a review of gender studies
in Vietnam, Harris (1998:2–3) notes:
While there have been many studies of women’s lives and family activity,
Vietnamese men, their attitudes and behavior, and the practical relation of
Vietnamese men’s lives and identity in relation to women’s lives and identity,
has been disappeared from the data except as allusions or abstractions. There is
actually very little documentation about the world of Vietnamese men, their
relationships with their families, and their relationships to men and women in
both private and public spheres.

The focus of the study reported in this thesis is to examine the expression of gender and
sexuality, and how these relate to masculinity, among young, married, middle-class men
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in Hanoi. This group of men is one of the main beneficiaries of Doi Moi and represents
a new, growing capitalist class in Vietnam. They are the most clearly affluent group that
employs modern styles; therefore, the likelihood of, and reasons for, change in this
group are more visible and able to be communicated by research participants. While
previous research studies on masculinity in Vietnam were conducted among a group of
rural men in Horton and Rydstrom’s study (2011) and among men of different
generational, economic, educational, marital and regional backgrounds, with an
emphasis on extra-marital sex in Nguyen and Harris’s study (2009), this study, as a
further step, focuses on a specific group of young, adult, middle-class, urban married
men to examine the daily activities surrounding these men’s family lives. The study
emphasises interactions between men and their wives, children, extended family
members, in-laws and peer friends. These interactions particularly relate to men’s
reflections of their understandings, perceptions and practices of being husbands/wives,
fathers/mothers and sex partners, through which male privilege and values of
masculinity, femininity and sexuality are negotiated and exemplified.
This thesis provides analysis and commentary of stories from men’s perspectives and
contributes to current debates and discussions regarding sexual issues and gender
equality. Specifically, it explores possible changes brought by social change and
modernisation at the individual level by looking at contemporary middle-class
Vietnamese men’s experiences and practices related to gender and sexuality. With
modernisation and social change likely to be important drivers of change in practices
related to gender and sexuality it is important to examine these concepts in a little more
depth.
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Modernisation and social change
The term ‘modernisation’ emerged from the period of industrialisation and urbanisation
in Western Europe and North America during the mid–18th to early 19th century and
refers to the process of change of social, economic and political systems (Eisenstadt,
1966). The concept has been widely used to describe the transformation process from a
traditional society to one that encompasses ‘the social, political, and cultural
consequences of economic growth and the conditions that are important for
industrialization and economic growth to occur’ (Rytina, 2000:1883). Although
scholarship on modernisation demonstrates a number of theoretical versions, the core
issue of modernisation theory is that ‘advanced industrial technology produces not only
economic growth in developing societies but also other structural and cultural changes’
(Rytina, 2000). The outlook of modern societies could be described as follows:
In the social realm, modern societies are characterized by high levels of
urbanization, literacy, research, health care, secularization, bureaucracy, mass
media, and transportation facilities. Kinship ties are weaker, and nuclear
conjugal family systems prevail... There is a shift from relations based on
tradition and loyalty to those based on rational exchange, competence, and other
universally applied criteria. People are more receptive to change, more interested
in the future, more achievement-oriented, more concerned with the rights of
individuals and less fatalistic. (Rytina, 2000:1885)
Most of this description of modern societies can be seen in Vietnam today, particularly
since Doi Moi was introduced in the country in the late 1980s. At the state level, not
long after Doi Moi, the notion of a law-based state (Nhà nước pháp luật) was intensified
by the Communist Party, which was recognised as ‘a key political reform of the Doi
Moi era’ (Balme & Sidel, 2006:05). As a result, the people have a bigger voice in
decision-making and participating in the political system. Tsuboi (2005:04) observes
that the ‘election system was reformed, enabling wider variety of people to run for
parliamentary seats and to directly elect a village mayor at village level’. At the last
election for the national parliament conducted in 2011, among 500 seats, women
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accounted for 24 per cent of the votes with 122 seats (Nguyen, 2001). From economic
perspective, it was reported in 2002 that both Vietnamese men (85 per cent) and women
(83 per cent), from 15 to 60 years of age, have actively participated in economic activity
(Asian Development Bank, 2005). At the individual level, in a recent study on marriage
relations of young couple in the country, Le Ngoc Van (2006:15) comments that ‘the
trend of living independently after marriage is observed in urban areas, where a great
deal of nuclear families are generated. The number of forced marriages has declined
significantly among the population’. As mentioned earlier, Doi Moi has also brought
about the emergence of a new middle-class, who:
espouse the importance of education and achievement; they have aspirations to
do better and succeed and a high level of confidence in their abilities. They can
exercise market capacity with their command of knowledge, expertise and skills.
They express their middle classness by adopting a particular consumerist
lifestyle and by accessing news and information, especially through the Internet.
(King, 2008:85)

In this study, the manifestation of modernisation will be examined at an individual level
through the ways that young men manage their lives, including: education and career;
family arrangement and management, such as the decision to marry, housework and the
division of labour; fathering and mothering; and sexual activities.
In this study, I also address social change as a feature of the modernisation process;
however, defining social change is a difficult task (Berry, 1980). There exist many
different ways to conceptualise social change depending on what methods social
scientists use to study change (Goodwin, 2009). Most recent social scholars agree that
to understand social change, it is important to consider it as ‘dynamic processes through
which the social lives of particular individuals and groups may change even though
overall patterns remain relatively constant’ (Calhoun, 2000:2642). The dynamic
processes of social change are influenced by a number of elements. Etzioni and Etnioni
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(1964:07) note that ‘technological, economic, political, religious, ideological,
demographic, and stratificational factors are all viewed as potentially independent
variables which influence each other as well as the course of society’. In this study, I
prefer to use the definition offered by Tomasik and Silbereisen (2009:14), who define
social change as ‘comprehensive change in the typical characteristics of a society
including its political systems, social institutions, and cultural products’. In the case of
Vietnam, although Vietnam has not been shifted its political system, which is ruled by
the Communist party, the introduction of Doi Moi in 1986 has changed many facets of
society, and brought about a number of change in social and cultural spheres as I have
addressed in the introduction chapter.
It is to be noted that social change is not always equated with new factors contributing
to intervention, but also factors that constrain changes; in other words, those factors that
produce social continuity (Calhoun, 2000). For example, most of the men who were
interviewed were aware of the traits that are commonly thought of as essential for a
married man to be a good husband and father, someone who not only devotes more time
to the family but is actively involved in sharing housework with his wife, looking after
and playing with the children, making joint decisions, and so on. However, some men
revealed that they did not want to change towards these traits; others were uncertain if
they should change; while some men had changed, but did not feel proud of doing these
jobs. This shows the influence of the traditional values of a husband/father, whose role
is not defined in the domestic realm and hence, in changing, a man is seen as feminine
like a woman, causing the loss of his masculinity. Importantly, the variation in these
men’s attitudes demonstrates different levels of renegotiation of the culturally masculine
values among men in this study. Applying the concept of modernisation and social
change in a globalising society in Vietnam has allowed me to identify and reflect not
only on motivation, but also on resistance to change through constant negotiation of
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social values and norms regarding gender, masculinity and sexuality which the group of
affluent, middle-class men exemplified.
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Chapter 3 Methodology
In the previous chapter, I have reviewed the historical context of Vietnam with a focus
on values of gender and sexuality, which are rooted in the local culture, particularly in
Confucianism and the kinship system. I have also discussed how gender relations and
sexual practice have shifted in values since early 20th century, especially since the mid1980s (Doi Moi) to date. This is the current stage of Vietnam in terms of gender and
sexuality that I went back to do this study on in 2009. I now turn to the methodology, to
discuss how the study has been conducted and reflect on the key concepts that I use in
this study.
As mentioned earlier, this study examines masculinity, sexuality and the micro politics
of gender relations in everyday life among young, married, middle-class men in Hanoi
by focusing on five themes: sexual debut; married lives; being fathers; extramarital sex;
and sexual practice.

Research questions and design
This section discusses the research methodology and issues related to data collection.
This study examines the micro-politics in the everyday lives of young, urban, middleclass, heterosexual, married Vietnamese men contextualised against rapid social change
and modernisation in Vietnam. The study asks the following questions:
1. How do men learn about and experience their sexual desire before marriage? What do
men value in their own sexual practice and in sexual partners?
2. How do men experience their married lives in relation to the ideas, meanings and
practices by which they live their everyday lives?
3. What does it mean to be a father? How important is it for men to have children,
particularly sons? How do these men actually manage the practice of parenting?
4. What do the current sex lives of these men look like? How do they manage and
negotiate their sexual practices within and beyond the context of family life?
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This study aims to seek answers about the what, how and why of Vietnamese
heterosexual men reflect their gender, masculinity and sexuality in ways that make
sense to their everyday lives.
Given these aims and research questions, the best methodology to fit this study was
qualitative (Green & Thorogood, 2009). Qualitative work allows the researcher to
capture the richness and complexity of participants’ lives and the stories they tell. A
qualitative approach not only enables common themes to be identified across
participants, but also allows for unexpected themes to emerge, which may provide
important, new insights. The researcher also has an opportunity to build rapport with
participants and to create a space in which they feel sufficiently safe to reveal intimate
details about their lives. Creswell (2007:40) provides reasons for conducting a
qualitative study is because ‘we need a “complex”, detailed understanding of the issue.
The detail can only be established by talking directly with people, going to their homes
or places of work, and allowing them to tell the stories unencumbered by what we
expect to find or what we have read in the literature’. In the same vein, Minichiello et
al. (1995:10) emphasise that: ‘researchers seek to uncover the thoughts, perceptions and
feelings experienced by informants. They are most interested in studying how people
attach meaning to and organize their lives, and how this in turn influences their actions’.
In this study, I was able to get as close as possible to an account of sexual experiences,
meanings and actions experienced by a particular group of young married middle-class
men in their daily lives. The men’s experiences were gathered through in-depth
interviews, which gave me in-depth descriptions of the sexual histories of the
participants.
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Research instruments
Data came from one-to-one interviews. I conducted 20 in-depth interviews with men in
Hanoi, Vietnam (see the definition and criteria for participants in the following sections
Recruitment procedure and Reflexivity). Interviewing was selected as the data
collection method because it ‘has become a means of contemporary storytelling in
which persons divulge life accounts in response to interview inquiries’ (Fontana & Frey,
2005:698). Furthermore, interviews have obtained rich information about the emotions,
meanings and manifestations of men’s sex lives and experiences relative to married life,
moral codes, fatherhood, sexual practice and masculinity. The interview covered themes
such as: married life and fatherhood; early sexual experience; current sex experience;
and sex outside of marriage (see the interview guide in Appendix 3). These interviews
were semi-structured and followed the guideline, but the researcher was free ‘to probe
beyond the answers’ and to ‘enter into a dialogue with the interviewee’ (May,
2001:123). The strength of this type of interview is that it allows people to ‘answer
more on their own terms than the standardized interview permits, but still provides a
greater structure for comparability over that of the focused interview’ (May, 2001:123).

Recruitment procedure
To be eligible for this study, participants had to meet certain criteria, one of which was
that they were middle-class Vietnamese men. Despite the fact that there exist many
different ways of understanding the term ‘middle-class’ with its long Western history,
for this study I define the middle-class as those who (1) hold an undergraduate degree or
equivalent; (2) hold professional qualifications and a job; and (3) own assets or
properties such as houses, cars or motorbikes. In addition, the study eligibility criteria
contained specific requirements as follows:
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Age:

25–40

Married status:

married and living with spouse

Education:

bachelor degree or equivalent

Profession:

holds a waged job

Living condition:

living in Hanoi for at least five years

After spending three months in Hanoi exploring social venues, I identified a number of
places that I then used to distribute handouts that briefly described the purpose of the
study, the types of participants I was seeking and my contact phone number (see
Appendix 7). These included cafes, beer gardens, car and motorbike parks (often in
office buildings) where I had permission from the owners to distribute the handouts to
people as well as to leave some behind.
In the first three days of August 2009, I distributed about 500 handouts at the mentioned
venues. I also made use of noon time during these days to meet many young men who
went out for lunch-breaks at cafes and canteens around the old quarter of the city, and
briefly introduced my project and asked if they were interested to contact me by giving
them the handouts. I also developed a mini-screening questionnaire for use when
receiving phone calls, to ensure that those who called met the eligibility criteria for
interview. In the next few days, I received three phone calls from men who saw my
advertisement either at a cafe or at their motorbikes or cars. The screening conversations
revealed that none was eligible for an interview: one was living in a province and
visiting Hanoi that day, one was over 40 and the other did not have a bachelor degree.
This unexpected outcome made me to realise that the recruitment process I had applied
was not successful and I then adjusted the way that I approached potential participants. I
decided to use the network of my friends and colleagues to pass on the research
information to their networks of friends via emails. This approach opened opportunities
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for me to be contacted by friends of friends, who showed interest in participating in the
study. This became the method that I used to recruit participants.
Twenty men were recruited to participate in this study. I knew none of them beforehand.
The youngest participant was 26 and the oldest one was 38 years of age. Thirteen of
them were born and raised in Hanoi (five were from suburban districts of the city),
while the other seven men were born in provinces but moved to Hanoi for study and
then stayed for work. All of the participants had gained university degrees and half of
them had postgraduate training. In terms of career, ten participants worked in the
business sector as managers and stockbrokers, four of them worked in technology and
the rest worked for the government, hospitals or universities. Details of individual
information are provided in Appendix 1, which briefly describes their age, family and
educational background, career and current family situation.
When potential interview participants contacted me, I was clear with them that a
consent form would be provided to obtain their formal permission to participate in the
study and informed them about the steps I would take to protect their privacy. Once
these steps were completed, I asked whether they preferred to have an audio-recorded
interview conducted at the Hanoi School of Public Health (my office) or at a convenient
venue they suggested. Hanoi is a very crowded city and it was time consuming for
some participants to commute to my office. Therefore, eight participants asked me to
conduct interviews at a meeting room they arranged at their workplaces. The rest of the
interviews were conducted at outdoor cafes suggested either by participants or by the
researcher. Those places were chosen because they were comfortable, anonymous and
the presence of other people was minimal, which allowed an interview to be conducted
(see details of the fieldtrip workplan, interview guideline, interview information and
consent form, study advertisement, and scanning questions for participants’ recruitment
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in Appendixes 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7 and 8)

Reflexivity
As a researcher, it was important for me to be aware of my position when interacting
with participants. This is because, in qualitative studies, the researcher is not just
‘doing’ the research, but is always ‘in’ the research as a part of the story. According to
Charmaz (2006:10), ‘we are part of the world we study and the data we collect. We
construct our grounded theories through our past and present involvements and
interactions with people, perspectives, and research practices.’ I am a young, middleclass, heterosexual, married man. I was born outside Hanoi, but studied, worked, lived
and experienced love, sex and marriage in Hanoi. My personal sexual experiences were
a common background shared with the group of men that I was interested in studying.
With this identification, there were both strengths and limitations. The strength was that
I brought intimate knowledge and capacity to build rapport and familiarity with a way
of living. Limitations could be that I would not seek new phenomena, only what was
familiar; or that I would make assumptions and judgements based on my previous
personal experience. To avoid this, during the fieldwork I kept a field journal to record
all study-related activities. This journal contained interesting events, new ideas and
topics that came from literature or conversations. I recorded my personal interactions
and the characteristics that I shared with participants. Over time, the field journal
allowed me to recall the context of the situations and the things observed or experiences
that happened. The field journal also enabled me to see my involvement in the project,
identify missing information and help balance my position.
I returned to Vietnam in late April 2009 after 15 months being away from Hanoi. It was
important for me refamiliarise myself with the culture and society of Vietnam,
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particularly the current discourses of gender, masculinity and sexual culture. I decided
to conduct a number of distance observations and read a variety of media products
(mainly print or online newspapers and magazines) that attracted middle-class, married
men and women.
I observed a number of public spaces where men often gather or visit. They are bars and
pubs, tennis courts, cafés, discotheques, karaoke bars. The observations enabled me to
learn about the immediate circumstances of the men in this study. By observing men
participating in social activities, describing the settings in details and listening to their
general chat, I was able to learn about the social codes that apply to this new, middleclass group of men.
Documents allowed me to understand the social values, culture and meanings through
written texts because ‘the document itself is taken to stand for some underlying social
pattern or use value’ (May, 2001:182). The list of newspapers and magazines included:
‘Tam su ban tre – Tin nhanh Vietnam’ (Advice column for youth – VnExpress daily
news online), ‘Hanh Phuc Gia Dinh’ (Happy Family Magazine), The thao van hoa &
Dan Ong (Sports, Culture and Men Magazine), ‘Phu nu Thu Do’ (The Capital Women)
and ‘Gia dinh va Xa hoi’ (Family and Society newspaper).
It is also important to mention the language barrier that has affected my journey of
writing this dissertation. English is neither my mother tongue nor the language I learned
in school in Vietnam. I grew up right after the war against the Americans in the late
1970s and 1980s in a small town in the northern region of the country, where English
was rarely taught in schools. I spent six years in middle and high schools learning
Russian, followed by three years learning French in university as one of my subjects. I
first learned English on my own in 1998 when I started my career. Although I was
successful in obtaining a scholarship to study my master’s degree in the USA for two
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years (2003 to 2005), my English vocabulary, especially expressions in complex
situations, is still my weakness. All the interviews in this study were conducted in
Vietnamese, and were then transcribed and translated into English by me. Therefore
there is a clumsiness in certain expressions in my writing, particularly in the translation
of participants’ responses.
Data analysis
The data were analysed using a coding system—‘a means of reorganising the data
according to conceptual themes recognised by the researcher’ (Minichiello et al.,
1995:257). Based on the respondents’ accounts, I looked closely at the data, case by
case. I summarised each case and constantly compared and contrasted cases, and made
connections between stories told by interviewees in order to develop a system of code
categories. In line with the research questions, I considered the following questions in
order to come up with a code:


What are married middle-class men in Hanoi doing in the family today?



How do these men talk about, characterise, define, understand and think about
what is going on with their married lives? What assumptions are these men
making?



What are they doing and trying to accomplish in their sexual lives? What kinds
of settings or events do the men in this study use for their sexual purposes?



How do these men do this? What are the patterns of their sexual behaviour and
relationships? What specific means and/or strategies do they use?



What do I see going on here? What have I learned from these notes and
transcriptions? Why have I included or excluded them? (see Bogdan & Biklen,
1992; Emerson, Fretz et al., 1995)

This process allowed me to understand a bigger picture of interviewees’ situations and
the way that they viewed and explained things occurring in their social world. The
connections that I looked for included: things that the men shared and said in common
and similar things that they did or experienced. Besides similarities, I also looked for
exceptions. I then described and grouped those commonalities and experiences
systematically by themes. As Minichiello et al. (1995:263) stated:
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By making comparisons between cases, the researcher is forced into confronting
and explaining the similarities, differences and degrees of consistency between
informants' accounts. This generates an underlying uniformity which allows for
concepts and themes to emerge from the data.
The whole process of coding and developing themes was conducted manually with the
support of Microsoft Office Excel 2007 software. Specifically, each major theme was
treated as a separate Excel file. In each spreadsheet file, the first worksheet was
regarded as the overview picture of the whole theme, in which sub-themes were
classified according to the first horizon column. Evidence for each sub-theme and
relevant quotes from each interview were demonstrated case by case according to the
vertical row. Each sub-theme was also kept separately in a different worksheet in order
to facilitate writing up the comparisons and contrasts between cases on a specific theme.
Ethical considerations
This study addresses personal sexual experiences, which are sensitive issues. Therefore,
it is important that all participants were completely informed about the study and were
able to supply informed consent to participate. Participants could withdraw up to one
month after their interview. Before an interview proceeded, I distributed the consent
form to each participant and explained and clarified any questions from participants. I
then asked participants if they voluntarily agreed to participate in the study and then
they signed the consent form as a formal agreement. In fact, all selected participants are
adults and they all graduated from universities; therefore, they were cognizant and fully
capable of understanding their participation, commitment and rights written in the
consent form.
It was anticipated that asking questions about sexuality might result in emotional
reactions or distress some participants. To minimise the likelihood of such an
occurrence, prior to the start of the interview participants were informed that their
participation in the study was voluntary; they did not have to answer any questions they
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felt uncomfortable with and they could stop the interview at any point. The researcher
was able to refer any participants in need to a psychological counselling service
operated by the Consultation of Investment in Health Promotion in Hanoi if needed. In
reality, there were two only participants who declined to elaborate when I asked them to
describe their sex lives in detail and none of them expressed a need for a psychological
counselling service.
The participants did not receive direct any benefit by being involved in this study,
particularly the interview. However, for some participants the interview created an
opportunity for them to talk and to be listened to in a confidential context. Prior to
interviews, refreshments were served to elicit informal conversations as a part of the
rapport-building process. Once interviews were conducted, participants received an
amount of VND 100,000 (equivalent to AUD 8) for their travel expenses to and from
the interview venue. They were also asked to pass on information about the study to
others who met the sample criteria and might volunteer to participate in the study.
During the data collection, no identifying information about any partners in
relationships were asked about. I encouraged participants to use pseudonyms when
discussing others. No identifying information was written on the transcriptions or notes
or recorded on the digital files. During the time I was in the field in Vietnam, all the
digitally recorded data was downloaded and kept in my personal laptop protected by my
personal password. As an added precaution, I also made two other copies of the digital
data to be kept on DVD and on a secure external hard drive. The copying process was
conducted right after every interview, and one of the copies was kept in a locked cabinet
in my living room; the other was kept in a locked cabinet at my office at the Hanoi
School of Public Health. Following completion of the fieldwork, all data has been
stored in a locked cabinet room and on a secure electronic server at the La Trobe
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University City Campus.
In short, the study aims to investigate the gender relations and social change in
masculinity and sexuality among modern Vietnamese men in Hanoi. Using a qualitative
approach, 20 young adult (aged from 26–39), middle-class, married men from Hanoi
were recruited for in-depth semi-structured audio interviews. Men were asked to talk
about their experiences of five main themes: sex before marriage, married life,
fatherhood, infidelity and sexual practice. All the interviews were in Vietnamese, then
transcribed and translated into English by the researcher, then thematically analysed
manually with support from spreadsheets in Microsoft Excel. The study was approved
by the La Trobe University Human Ethics Committee.

Key concepts
I spent 15 months in Australia reading and exploring different social concepts of gender
and sexuality before the field trip to Vietnam. It is important to say that most social
concepts have been developed in the West and often serve the purpose of gaining a
greater understanding of Western society. I was not sure if certain terms such as
‘masculinity’, ‘sexism’, and ‘patriarchy’ would work in the case of Vietnam. Hence, I
went to the field with an open eye to learn about the lived experiences of modern
Vietnamese men and explore what emerged without an intention to look for such
concepts, although these concepts were always at the back of my mind. In this section, I
present key concepts used in studies of gender and sexuality, in the way they are
understood and discussed in the West, and how they informed my understanding of the
research topics.
The way I approach the theoretical concepts is to ask: what do I understand about a
certain concept, theory or term? How does the concept help me to understand men’s
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lives? In this chapter, I will discuss the concepts of gender and masculinity, sexuality,
patriarchy, particularly patriarchal dividend, and sexism.
Connell’s concept of masculinity
I start with the key concept—gender—or ‘the processes and relationships through which
men and women conduct gendered lives’ (Connell, 1995:71). Understanding gender
gives me a broad concept that embraces the sub-concept of masculinity. What we really
mean by gender, a term we often come across in conversations in English, could be
vastly different depending on how we comprehend the concept and relate it to our
personal experience, culture, society and history. Importantly, the concept of gender has
been constantly changing in its definition and meaning (Glover & Kaplan, 2000). The
dominant interpretation is that gender refers to social and cultural distinctions between
men and women based on biological differences between males and females. The key
problem with this explanation is that it emphasises a dichotomy between the sexes.
Connell (2010d:10) points out four weaknesses of this concept:
Human life does not simply divide into two realms… a definition in terms of
difference means that where we cannot see difference, we cannot see gender…
[a] definition based on dichotomy excludes the differences among women, and
among men, from the concept of gender… and any definition in terms of
personal characteristics excludes processes which lie beyond the individual
person.
Connell notes further that gender is ‘the structure of social relations that centres on the
reproductive arena, and the set of practices that bring reproductive distinctions between
bodies into social process’ (2010d:11). Holmes argues (2009:02) that when we talk
about gender, it means ‘the ideas and practices that constitute femininity and
masculinity’. The process of gender constitution (also known as socialisation) could be
manifested differently depending on what society we are talking about in regard to
differences in historical, cultural, social, economic and political circumstances. There
are a number of the social institutions involved in socialisation of gender and these play
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a role as transmitters in producing and reproducing or passing on the ideas and practices
of gender, including the family, religions, cultural rituals/events, schools, workplaces,
and media products.
Most social scholars agree that across time in most societies and cultures, the way that
society is organised favours men rather than women, so that inequalities between the
two sexes are commonly observed at many layers in a society. Thus, when examining
gender, it is crucial to take into account how men and women deal with and struggle for
resources, prestige and power, and how these interactions influence the way that men
and women live their everyday lives. This is not to say the gender order is fixed; it is
always changing in parallel with the progress of society. In Vietnam, the introduction of
Communist ideology in the early 20th century brought about changes in women’s role
in society. At the state level, the Confucian ideology, which focused on the domination
of men and the subordination of women, was condemned and the idea of equal
participation of women in both private (family) and public (society) spheres was
promoted by the Communist party (Knodel, Loi et al., 2005). As a result, Vietnamese
women gained their rights in education, the workplace and social welfare.
Not only does social change alter gender relations, but men and women are also able to
make some changes at an individual level in their everyday lives of doing gender.
Holmes (2009:57) notes:
The way a particular society structures family life, work, education, and class
and other hierarchies will influence how people do gender, but within these
constraints individuals can make some choices for themselves. Those choices
will be shaped by what they think about the variety of ideas about gender that
are available to them. If people can recognize that gender is not ‘natural’ but
socially constructed, then rather than having others determine how they ‘should’
behave, people can be more active in changing how gender is done.
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In this study, I examine how men and women interact with each other within and
beyond the family context in relation to men’s lived experiences. Men, as gender actors,
talked about their interaction with women in love, marriage, parenting and sexuality,
through which not only their beliefs, attitudes and practices are reflected, but men’s
awareness and negotiation for change in their current gender relations are demonstrated.
For example, when men talked about the roles of a wife and a husband in the family,
they often claimed their role as breadwinners, which requires them to be busy with
earning activities outside the family. As a result, men expected their wives to be in
charge of domestic affairs. This discussion opened the door for me to look into
Vietnamese culture and history to understand: where do men’s beliefs of gender come
from? What is the root of inequalities between men and women? How do these beliefs
actually operate in their everyday lives in relation to counterparts, who also commit to
work but act as wives and mothers? Are there changes in the current gender order
compared with the previous generations? What changes have happened as the result of
modernisation in the country? And what is the relationship between men’s accounts of
their roles and their sense of their masculinity? Not only does the discussion contribute
to the understanding of the current gender order (particularly inequalities and social
hierarchy) in contemporary Vietnam, but it also helps to capture the ideas and practices
that make modern Vietnamese men masculine and highlight the differences in gender,
and particularly in masculinity, in Vietnamese culture.
My first attempt to understand men and masculinity was in my master’s research
conducted in 2004 with 16 single, young, educated Vietnamese men and 4 women, aged
19 to 24, about the meaning of female virginity. The study revealed that having a virgin
wife was desired by all men and marrying a non-virgin woman was considered having a
bad wife, as that would not only damage the social reputation of the woman, but also
caused loss of face with her husband and families from both sides. The idea of being
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virgin until marriage in women has been cultivated in Vietnamese culture over a long
history (Gammeltoft, 2002b; Khuat, Le et al., 2009f) and has dominated views of both
men’s and women’s sexuality. While the desire for a virgin wife influenced the way
men sought married partners, it forced women to maintain their virginity until marriage
as a way to protect their honour.
In that study, the conclusion was that having a virgin wife was seen to enhance
masculinity in men. It seemed that masculinity was the ability to achieve something
desirable—in this case, it was the conquest and ownership of a woman’s body. Connell
(2005a:71) offers a different concept and definition of masculinity:
Rather than attempting to define masculinity as an object (a natural character
type, a behaviour average, a norm), we need to focus on the process and
relationships through which men and women conduct gendered lives.
‘Masculinity’, to the extent the term can be briefly defined at all, is
simultaneously a place in gender relations, the practices through which men and
women engage that place in gender, and the effects of these practices in bodily
experience, personality and culture.

Looking back at the conclusion I made in the master’s thesis through the lens of
Connell’s concept, I can see that by valuing the virginity of partners, this practice,
which involved both men and women, affected their bodily experience (the hymen,
women’s bodies, sexual contact), personality (men’s and women’s behaviour, emotion
and mentality) and culture (Vietnamese culture). In a recent interview posted on her
official web page, Connell (2010c) elaborates further that masculinity is not about the
attitudes that people may have or the level of hormones in men’s bodies, but about what
men actually do in the real world. Although this has a relationship to the body and
biological factors, it is not fixed but changes over time. The patterns of men’s conduct
are various among different groups of men, in different cultures and at different times in
history.
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The men I interviewed for the master’s study were influenced by the ideas of a good
wife being associated with virginity, which was embedded in the Vietnamese culture as
a normalised discourse and had driven these men to strive for this goal. The way that I
viewed these men in this regard became possible only when I applied Connell’s concept
of hegemonic masculinity (2005a), which is about a goal that dominates the world in
such a way that it produces constant desiring practices to be like the goal, but is never
achievable. It is impossible to break down hegemonic masculinity into concrete criteria
to which someone is able to relate. In other words, the very inability to seize the ideal
makes hegemonic masculinity powerful and men must struggle to have it.
According to Connell (1987), the most significant characteristic of hegemonic
masculinity is its heterosexuality, which is often associated with marriage as an
institution. Donaldson (1993:645) adds that hegemonic masculinity supports the
subordination of women in the way that ‘women exist as potential sexual objects for
men…Women provide heterosexual men with sexual validation, and men compete with
each other for this’. The abject figure of subordinated masculinity, which sits on the
bottom of the hierarchy, is homosexual. In relation to this study, unlike the men who
were single students in the master’s research, the participants of the present study were
all heterosexual married men, aged 26 to 38. At the time of this study, these men were
all settled in careers for many years with a relatively better off living standard compared
with the general population [with GDP per capita income of US$1,168 in 2010 (U.S.
Department of State, 2012)]. Out of 20 men, 14 men were fathers, two men’s wives
were expecting children and four were still childless. This is to say these men, who were
older, lived at a different time (five years since I conducted the master’s study) and had
very different concerns in their lives, which not only involved the men themselves as
husbands and fathers, but also the women and children who were these men’s wives and
children in relation to extended family members. Using Connell’s concept of
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masculinity, particularly hegemonic and subordinated masculinity, allows me not only
to understand the ideas that drive men in practising their gendered roles in relation to
women (in other words, demonstrates the operation of hegemonic masculinity in the
everyday life of men), but also enables me to see the differences between different
groups of men. For example, in chapter 5, when talking about the meaning of having
children, most of the men who had children, particularly those who had sons, expressed
their pride, honour and happiness at having a son, while those men who were childless
or had daughters only showed the stress of not being able to have a child or a son. These
men’s accounts demonstrate the operation of hegemonic masculinity among Vietnamese
men in the way that having a son is a social, cultural and spiritual value, which has been
cultivated in Vietnamese culture over a long history. Having a son is seen as the only
evidence of the continuation of a man’s family line and therefore, those who have sons
are seen as ‘real’ men, otherwise they are valued as low as women and children. Hence,
most men have been striving to become the fathers of sons by all possible means, even
breaking up marriages to repartner with other women.
Sexuality
Like many other social concepts, sexuality can be considered many different things due
to several factors. What perspectives of sexuality are we talking about? In what culture,
society and political situations? At what period of time in history? This study aims to
understand sexual expression and how it relates to masculinity among Vietnamese men;
hence, it is fundamental to clarify the theoretical underpinnings of my understanding of
sexuality.
Over the 19th and early half of the 20th centuries, the study of sexuality had long been
driven by biological and population sciences (Parker & Aggleton, 2007), particularly
since the birth of medical science in which certain kinds of sex were often categorised
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as normal or deviant by scientific and medical discourses (Harding, 2003; Weeks,
1985b). Sexual acts were understood as naturalised biological inborn patterns of
behaviour or drives, which were rooted in human nature and therefore have ‘little to do
with the more crucial and immediate problems of social and political life’ (Parker &
Aggleton, 2007:01; Seidman, 2010; Weeks, 1985a). In Vietnam, the biological view of
sexuality is still dominant. According to Khuat et al. (2009a), today high-school
students are still taught that the ‘animal’ and ‘human’ parts are two components making
up human beings.
Since the late 1960s, social scholars in the West have started questioning the traditional
views of sexuality and established a new critical realm of the social sciences of
sexuality, which brought about significantly increasing interest in social and cultural
investigation from the late 1980s onwards (Blackwood, 2002; Parker & Aggleton, 2007;
Plummer, 2008; Vance, 1999). Social scholars have applied two different perspectives
to theorise sexuality—cultural and social. In the cultural approach, or cultural influence
model of sexuality in Vance’s term, sexual customs and how they shape sexual
behaviours, attitudes and expressions are the main emphasis. In this perspective,
ethnographers often propose that ‘biological theories provided neutral truths about
human needs and that human variation occurred because socialisation influenced the
ways in which these biological needs were met’ (LaFont, 2003:68) and therefore they
tend to search for a ‘natural order’ beneath the variety of sexual customs (Connell &
Dowsett, 1999).
From the social perspective, the main argument is that ‘sexualities have been shaped in
a complex history, and in tracing how sexual patterns have changed over time’(Weeks,
2003a:17). Foucault (1990) further argues that sexuality is shaped by ‘a set of
historically describable discourses which, operating in professions and state
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apparatuses, constitute “sexuality” as an object of knowledge and social concern’
(Connell & Dowsett, 1999:194). In this framework, studies of sexuality often involve an
analysis of power and politics—‘the ways in which the construction of the sexual has
the effect of privileging some sexual forms and denigrating others’ (Harding, 2003:07).
It is noted that people in different cultures at different times in history are concerned
with different social aspects of sexuality (Vance, 1999); therefore there exist many
different explanations about how sexuality is constituted, how power functions within
the concept of sexuality and how sexual identities and practices are shaped by it
(Harding, 2003).
In the view of DeLamater and Hyde (1998), this approach offers a lens to understand
and explain the complexity of how individual thought and behaviour are shaped by
culture over time and across societies. Adopting a social constructionist approach, I do
not see sexuality as a fixed biologically driven or cultural pattern but rather as a social
practice that is ‘relational, contextual, cultural, political, economic, historical, symbolic
and discursive’ (Dowsett, 2003:27). Like gender, sexuality is also a social structure of
‘ideas, an array of discourses and sensations, as the embodiment of pleasures and the
forming of sex object choices, and the endless unfolding of categories of desire’
(Dowsett, 2003:24). In relation to this study, a social constructionist analysis allows me
to understand how young, middle-class, Vietnamese men make sense of their sexuality
through expression of their sexual desire, interests, experiences and meanings in the
context of rapid social change in the country. For that reason, I prefer to use the
definition of sexuality offered by the World Health Organization (WHO):
Sexuality is a central aspect of being human throughout life and encompasses
sex, gender identities and roles, sexual orientation, eroticism, pleasure, intimacy
and reproduction. Sexuality is experienced and expressed in thoughts, fantasies,
desires, beliefs, attitudes, values, behaviours, practices, roles and relationships.
While sexuality can include all of these dimensions, not all of them are always
experienced or expressed. Sexuality is influenced by the interaction of
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biological, psychological, social, economic, political, cultural, ethical, legal,
historical, religious and spiritual factors. (World Health Organization, 2006:05)

It is noted that both concepts of gender and sexuality are applied in this study; however,
how sexuality fits with the concept of gender is an interesting question. Sexuality is
often understood as a constituent of gender (see Dowsett, 2003); however, social
scholars argue that sexuality and gender are two distinct phenomena and each concept
necessitates a distinct frame for explanation—if related—(e.g. see Rubin, 1984; Vance,
1999; Weeks, 2003a). For example, patterns of individual sexual desire, pleasure and
interests can vary according to age, culture, space and moment (Kinsey, Pomeroy et al.,
1948) and it is not possible to analyse such a variety of sexual expression (Dowsett,
2003).
In line with the concept of sexuality, one of the key themes that I particularly examine
in this study is the sexual practices of Vietnamese men. Sexual practices are not just
about sexual behaviours, but they are connected by the meaning of sexual desires and
acts and the organisation of this meaning in a certain cultural context (Blackwood,
2000; Dowsett, 2003; Dowsett, Grierson et al., 2006; Seidman, 2010). Examining
sexual practices is to look at ‘how meaning and pleasure rely on context, how context
exemplifies culture, and how culture is structured by history and discourse’ (Dowsett,
2003:27). For example, in this study, some men practised sex outside marriage with sex
workers just for business purposes rather than for seeking sexual pleasure. These men
saw this behaviour as part of the job they had to do in order to earn a living for the
family—the most important role of a traditional Vietnamese husband. This allowed men
to legitimate their extramarital sex and therefore they expected their wives to tolerate
this sexual act without questioning their husbands. This is to say, the act of sex outside
marriage among Vietnamese men was attached to meanings of men’s role in the family,
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which was rooted in the tradition as a discourse dominating ideas and practices of
sexuality among men in this study.
Patriarchy, patriarchal dividend and sexism
The term ‘patriarchy’ originated from an ancient Greek term referring to an absolute
authority that a father exercises over his family members (LeGates, 2001;
Ramazanoglu, 1989). Over time, particularly since the second wave of the women’s
movement in the 1970s, the concept has been adopted by feminist scholars who
advanced its definitions and broadened in its meanings (Scott, 1988). By 1970, Millett
has developed a concept in which she not only considered family as the central
institution of patriarchy, but also recognised the public characteristic of patriarchy: ‘the
military, industry, technology, universities, science, political office, and finance—in
short, every avenue of power within the society, including the coercive force of the
police, is entirely in male hands’ (Millett, 1970:25). By the late 1970s, Hartmann further
developed the concept by suggesting important areas in which patriarchy operates:
‘heterosexual marriage; female childbearing and housework; women’s economic
dependence on men; the state; and different institutions which are based on social
relations among men, such as clubs, sports, unions, professions, universities, churches,
corporations and armies’ (cited in Chowdhury, 2009:60). In the late 1980s, Walby
(1989:214) defined patriarchy ‘as a system of social structures, and practices in which
men dominate, oppress and exploit women’. She suggests six structures of patriarchal
relations: mode of production; paid work; the state; male violence; sexuality; and
cultural institutions. Nevertheless, Walby’s definition of patriarchy is critiqued as ‘a
model of inequality and gender relations [which is not able to] theorize gender relations
that are democratic’ (Connell, 2010b:76). In this study, I prefer to use the definition of
patriarchy that Connell (1990:514) offers:
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‘patriarchy’ is a serviceable term for historically produced situations in gender
relations where men’s domination is institutionalized. That is to say, men’s
overall social supremacy is embedded in face-to-face settings such as the family
and the workplace, generated by the functioning of the economy, reproduced
over time by the normal operation of schools, media, and churches.

In this study, when examining the roles of a husband and wife in the family, one of the
phrases that most of the men interviewed referred to regarding the role of a husband is
to be the ‘pillar of the house’ (tru cot gia dinh)—the financial support, while the men
regarded that the role of a wife is to ‘keep the nest warm’ (giu to am)—the management
of the domestic realm. This belief and understanding about gender roles is rooted in
Confucian values, which have been imprinted in Vietnamese culture for a long history.
Not only has patriarchy affected gender relations between men and women, it has also
influenced relationships between different groups of men. For example, having a son is
regarded as one of the most important traditional values in Vietnamese men, which is
seen as the proof of a family line’s continuation, enhancing the social prestige of
fathered men. As a result, son-less men are often public ridiculed, mistreated and valued
as low as women, as a way to damage their masculinity. This is to say the patriarchy has
dominated ideas of being men and women and become institutionalised in the culture,
shaping the way the men in this study lived their lives.
To further explain the benefits for being men in obtaining the patriarchal privileges
given by the gender order, I use the concept of ‘patriarchal dividend’ that Connell
(2005a:82) defines as ‘the advantage to men as a group from maintaining an unequal
gender order. Money income is not the only kind of benefit. Others are authority,
respect, service, safety, housing, access to institutional power, emotional support, and
control over one’s own life’. How applicable are the concepts of patriarchy and
patriarchal dividend to this study? As mentioned earlier, the men in this study enact
multiple roles in gender relations: at home, they are husbands and fathers; at work, they
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are business managers, teachers, government officials, doctors, etc.; at social and
entertaining venues, they could be friends, colleagues, consumers and even sex partners.
The concept of patriarchal dividend allows me to analyse men’s practice of different
roles (e.g., as husbands, fathers, sex partners, colleagues, friends) and understand how
they gain benefit as being men, or the way men take for granted their ‘honour, prestige
and the right to command’ (Connell, 2005a:82). Notably, the benefit that men obtain
from the patriarchal dividend is dependent on the position of men, as a group, situated
in the social order (Connell, 2010a). Therefore, some groups of men gain greater benefit
while some other groups do not or are even excluded from the patriarchal dividend. For
example, the men I investigated in this study belong to the group of Vietnamese
heterosexual, middle-class, urban men. These men obtain more benefit from the
‘authority and respect attached to men who embody hegemonic forms of masculinity’
(Connell, 2010a:142) than a group of gay or lower class or rural men. The application of
the concept of patriarchy and patriarchal dividend allows me not only to recognise the
avenues and process through which patriarchy is exercised and exerted, but also helps to
identify the existence of the patriarchal dividend and benefits from which the men in
this study gain.
Another concept that I found useful in analysing gender relations is sexism. There exist
many definitions of sexism. Johnson (1997:18) defines it as ‘an ideology, a set of ideas
that promote male privilege in part by portraying women as inferior to men’.
Rickabaugh (1996) considers sexism as a form of prejudice, while Mashall (1994) sees
it as discrimination or maltreatment against women. I prefer to use the definition offered
by Swim and Campbell (2003:219) defining sexism as ‘attitudes, beliefs, or behaviours
that support the unequal status of women and men’. Sexism could be manifested in
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various forms depending on different societies, cultures, races, classes or ages (Glick &
Fiske, 1997).
A common example that many feminist theorists in the 1970s and 1980s (see e.g., Ciller
& Swift, 1976; Dramarae & Treichler, 1985) referred to as a form of subtle sexism is
the use of language. For example, the practice of changing the names and titles of
women in some Western countries after marriage is considered a form of sexism.
Although it has a long tradition and is perceived as a ‘normal’ practice, the practice
'reinforces and perpetuates gender stereotypes and status differences between women
and men' (Swim, Mallett et al., 2004:117), through which sexist attitudes are embodied
and mediated (Mills, 1995). This practice is not common among other cultures in which
women do not change their surnames after marriage, including Spanish, Arabic,
Chinese and Vietnamese cultures. This is to say cultures have an effect on how a certain
form of sexism is perceived and related.
In relation to this study, among a number of themes that the men discussed revealing
their points of view towards women, one of the points that most men agreed on was
that, as husbands, men are entitled to have extramarital sex as long as their financial
support to the family is fulfilled, while it is unacceptable for women, as wives, to have
sex with another man rather than their husbands. Therefore, unfaithful men should be
tolerated by their wives, while unfaithfulness should cause women to face consequences
such as family break-up. This entitlement or male privilege is rooted in the traditional
Vietnamese polygamous system, following which ‘having more than one wife indicated
a man’s high status and wealth’ (Nguyen & Harris, 2009:127) or according to a
common saying: ‘men can have five to seven wives, women of good conduct only have
one husband’ (Trai năm thê bảy thiếp, gái chính chuyên một chồng). In contemporary
society, according to a recent study conducted among Vietnamese men and women in
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different aged groups across the country, Khuat et al. (2009c:238) conclude that ‘having
extra-marital affairs is just a part of a modern style’. This example demonstrates a form
of sexism that men hold against women’s sexuality or a double sexual standard in this
case; however, it is important to learn that the practice of extramarital sex is embedded
in the local culture, which continuously influences the sexist way that modern men treat
their marriage partners. This evidences that modern Vietnamese men have grown up in
a culture that supports their maltreatment of women as something they take for granted
without noticing.
It is worth to note that not every man treats their spouse in the same way and the level
of double standard varies. For example, some men expected their wives to be sexually
passive both before and after marriage, while others only cared about their spouses’
virginity before marriage, but expected them to be sexually active post-marriage (with
their husbands only). This is to say sexism does not apply equally to all individuals;
modernisation is not necessarily based on the same patriarchal privilege and we cannot
see changes in men’s attitudes and values of sexuality as a uniform.
In short, when examining the personal experiences of modern Vietnamese men in
relation to sex before marriage, married lives, fatherhood, adultery and sexual practices,
I used the concepts of gender, masculinity, sexuality and patriarchy as tools to shed
light on my understanding, which informed the analysis of relationships not only
between men and women, but also between different groups of men.
*
*

*

I now turn to examine the early sexual experiences that the men in this study had before
marriage, in order to discuss the domination of ideas about sexuality, masculinity and
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femininity and how these influence the way men learn and practise their
heterosexuality.
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Chapter 4 Sexual debut: entrance to heterosexuality
Sexuality plays an important role in a man’s life. When we talk about sexuality, it is not
just about physical sexual activities; it also covers broader issues of ‘gender identities
and roles, sexual orientation, eroticism, pleasure, intimacy, and reproduction’ (Herdt &
Howe, 2007:01). As a subject of change, sexuality manifests in various forms,
differently for different people depending on race, class, culture and gender identity
(Weeks, 2003b). The focus of this study is young Vietnamese men who belong to the
middle-class and who live in the city of Hanoi with wives and children. Recounting
stories of these men’s sexual lives, the study illuminates contemporary sexual culture,
which could be understood as:
a consensual model of cultural ideas about sexual behaviour in a group… [that]
involves a world-view of norms, values, beliefs, and meaning regarding the
nature and purpose of sexual encounters. It also involves an affective model of
emotional states and moral guidelines to institutionalize what is felt to be
‘normal, natural, necessary, or approved’ in a community of actors. (Herdt,
1997:10)

The first aim of this chapter is to examine the social change in sexuality among modern
Vietnamese men, which begins with men’s accounts of intimate experience before
marriage. The men’s exploration of sexuality is framed in these questions: how did the
men gain awareness of and recognise their own sexual desire? With whom and in what
circumstances were the men’s sexual desire and activities permitted? To do this, I will
demonstrate the social learning of masculinity and femininity among Vietnamese men.
This is based on the first love and sexual experiences that the men in this study
experienced in the early stage of their adulthood. The men talked about their own
awareness of being male and their understanding about female bodies, experiences of
arousal and desire for women, sexual sensation and intercourse. The men’s accounts of
their own bodies and physical sensibility will constitute the ‘moment of engagement’
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with hegemonic masculinity, which Connell (2005a:122–23) defines as ‘the moment in
which the boy takes up the project of hegemonic masculinity as his own… [and makes]
substantial commitment of the developing person towards hegemonic masculinity’. The
men also commented on what they believed men and women are supposed to do in love
and sex, through which the practice of masculinity is manifested.
Another purpose of the chapter is to present the Vietnamese version of hegemonic
masculinity and its operation within that culture. This is contextualised in a modernising
society, which resulted in changes in men’s attitudes towards men and women and
values of masculinity and sexuality. Based on the men’s descriptions of the ideal traits
of a sexually attractive man and woman, the discussion demonstrates the practice of
men’s sexual desire in their everyday lives. This evidences ideas about men’s and
women’s sexuality that have shaped men’s views as well as their actual sexual
experiences.

First love, kiss, touch, and desire for women
Some of the men interviewed experienced first love with a female classmate, either in
the last year of high school or in early years in university. When asked to talk about his
first girlfriend, Phuoc, who was then a semi-rural town boy, recalled: ‘We went to see
movies for a few times, but I didn’t dare hold her hand because it would be a serious
step in those days’. Khoa, a city boy from Hanoi, said: ‘It happened when I was 16 in
1990. I knew we both liked each other as we exchanged furtive glances very often in the
classroom and there was nothing more than that: no holding hands, no embracing. Of
course, sex never happened, although I was really aroused’. Luat and Phu also
experienced their first love without physical contact. Luat (35) fell in love with his
village classmate in grade 12, but his romantic relationship with her ended quickly
when he moved to Hanoi for university. Phu (33), a Hanoi boy, never touched or kissed
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his first girlfriend, the one he met in university. I asked these men about the reason that
sex was not involved in their first love. Most of them told me that sex was considered a
serious issue by both the couple and people in society at that time; therefore, discussing
sex with girlfriends was considered improper for these young boys. In other words, sex
was silenced and that constrained these young boys and stopped sexual activity for
them.
Traditionally, love between a man and a woman must be in accordance with Confucian
spirit, following which physical contact must be avoided all the time (nam nữ thụ thụ
bất thân). Since the introduction of Communism to the country in the early 20th
century, the expression of romantic love among young people was strictly controlled by
the Communist party. As a result, the parents of a young woman guarded her intimate
relations carefully to make sure sex was not involved, to fit in not only the culture, but
also the ideology of the Party. Khuat et al. (2009b:67) describe a ‘standard’ love in the
1980s in Hanoi:
Many times, a dating couple would have to meet each other at the girl’s house,
where, in fact, the girl would hide in the back room while the boy spent the
whole evening talking to her parents or watching TV. He would also need to go
through an unofficial ‘interrogation’ by the girl’s parents before he had the
permission to ‘seek to understand’ the girl better. In these interrogations, the
boy’s family background was the major criterion for deciding whether or not he
was a good candidate for the girl. In many cases, the boy was rejected because
his brother had been ‘a coward’ at the battlefield, or his grandfather had owned a
lot of land before 1945 [when President Ho Chi Minh declared Vietnam an
independent nation], regardless of his own merits and individual character. If,
however, the boy was a member of the Communist Party, before they started
dating, they must report their intention to the local party unit where they were
active, so that the unit could review the case and give its approval. The reason
was that the Party wanted to make sure that those who had relationships with
members of the party must be ‘qualified’ people. If a Party member failed to
report to his unit, he might be expelled from the Party or suffer demotions
throughout his life.

It is noted that the oldest man in this study (Nam) was born in 1971 and the youngest
(Dinh) was born in 1983. That means the childhood and puberty of these men were
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between the 1980s and 1990s, which was around the time of the introduction of Doi
Moi in 1986. The first-love accounts of these men mostly occurred in the early 1990,
which suggests some influence of conventional thinking and valuing of sexuality on the
way these men understood and recounted their early romantic relationships with
women. Nevertheless, this is not to say every man in this study experienced their first
love in the same way. Some other men emphasised their ‘ignorance’ of romantic love.
Tat told me that he was ‘so busy with computer games’ that love was not in his agenda
until he started his career after university. Similarly, Bao, Manh and Giang had ‘no
love’ during their whole student lives because they concentrated on their study.
In a slightly different experience, the first romantic relationships that Linh and Thanh
had were in the later years in their universities; however, having a relationship with a
woman was not the way that these two men learned about sex. Recalling the first
exploration of his own body, Linh said: ‘I masturbated since I was at grade 10 and I
liked it a lot, so I did it almost every day’. Thanh noted his efforts to try and see a
woman’s body:
As a teenager, I always asked myself how a woman’s pussy looked like, noted
that there was no porn material available in my place those days. One day, I
asked a male classmate to join me watching a neighbouring woman taking bath
in an open well. Our two heads were competing to see her body through a tiny
hole on the wall, but that night it was so dark that we didn't see much [big
laugh].

Sharing experiences with the four men (Phuoc, Khoa, Luat, Phu) who had their first
love without sex, Tiep and Xuan talked further about how they learned about men’s and
women’s bodies and sexual desire. Tiep (33), who was then a rural boy, said:
My first love was a purely stupid one [laugh]. I often dated her on the bank of
my village’s ditch. Our conversations often went like this: ‘What a beautiful sky
with the moon and stars! How’s your study?’ We then co-read a piece of a
teenager’s paper or did homework together or gossiped about our classmates.
Sometimes I cuddled and kissed her and that was it. Although sex was not
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involved, I learned a lot about men and women: I realised a sexual desire was
growing up in me; I learned about how to take care of a young woman, such as
what she liked and disliked, what was her birthday and even her menstrual cycle.

Besides the naïve conversations, the physical contact with his first girlfriend made Tiep
become aware of his sexual feeling of and desire for a woman; he also learned to value
some of the feminine traits, such as the things she liked or disliked and his realisation of
her menstrual cycle. Similarly, Xuan (30), a boy from Hanoi then, went into details of
his first experience of touch with his first girlfriend:
When I first touched her breasts, she really liked it, and then suddenly she
stopped me. I guessed she was thinking like: ‘Oh I am a good girl and it would
be too fast if I let him go on like that’. So she did not let me touch her breasts
again from inside of her bra; instead, I did from outside. Next time, I tried to
touch her again from inside and that aroused her so much that she even let me
take her pants and underwear off, but she did not let me touch her pussy as her
thighs were kept so tight that my fingers couldn’t get in.

After having experience with this woman, Xuan spoke of a sexual activity he had with a
female co-worker when he started his first career:
She was very open about sex and things came quite quickly. At the first date she
allowed me to touch her whole body and that made me concerned whether she
was a good girl. The more I touched, the more I realised how amazingly flabby
her boobs were, which confirmed my previous thought. I asked myself if she
was a debauchee or I was a simpleton, who did not realise it? Since then I tried
not to have sex with her to avoid a possible trap to marry her.

The ‘possible trap’ he mentioned originates from a common rumour that many bad girls
who sleep around try to trap a naïve man to be their husband by getting pregnant with
him. These women would persuade this man and his family to marry her in order to
save the blood ties. A man who does not claim his baby would be looked down by his
community (they often call him the village run-away man), causing not only himself but
also his family a loss of reputation.
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It is worth a pause here to discuss Xuan’s view of women. The experience of touching
her ‘amazingly flabby’ breasts established Xuan’s judgement that the woman was a
debauched woman because, in his belief, the flab of her breasts must be associated with
her experience of being touched (by other men). In other words, the woman’s body was
treated as an object that needed to be carefully looked at, examined and evaluated. The
outcome of Xuan’s ‘inspection’ confirmed whether she was a good or bad woman. The
woman did not have an equal right to play an active role in sex, as it would damage her
virtue. Findings from a study of young Vietnamese women’s sexuality (Quach, 2008)
found that in order to be seen as a good Vietnamese woman, she needs to show her
femininity, which means ‘claiming low sexual desire in front of her partners and,
indeed, to society at large, she is even asexual’ (Quach, 2008:157). Quach further
argues that male-biased social norms and public judgements of women’s sexuality
create ‘confusing messages’, which force young Vietnamese women to uncover their
sexual desire strategically, to protect their virtue. This offers one explanation for Xuan’s
attitude towards women’s bodies and sexuality, and suggests that the inequalities
between men and women in sexuality, particularly in sexual expression (in attitudes,
desire or activities) remain among some modern Vietnamese men.

Sexual debut
In this section, these men continued talking about their sexual exploration by
commenting on what they were supposed to do the first time they had sex, what they
actually did and what they thought about these experiences. This discussion reveals the
lessons that the men learned about sexual sensation and capacity for sensation—a
further step in men’s engagement with sexuality and masculinity—which Connell
(1998) calls the pattern of ‘heterosexual sensibility’.
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All the men in this study had sex before marriage and they interpreted the first sexual
activity as sexual intercourse. The age for first sex fluctuated among men. Some
experienced it at 16 years, while some others did so in their early 20s. In regard to first
sexual partners, 14 men had first sex with girlfriends (4 of them married their first
lovers), 3 with prostitutes, 2 with acquaintances and 1 with a strange woman he met at a
party.
Based on men’s experiences of their first sexual activities, particularly their concerns
about what they should do during sex to be a proper man, I argue in the following
sections that young, modern, middle-class Vietnamese men are constantly striving in
sex to figure out the traits of their masculinity. The expression of sexually masculine
desire is something in which men illustrate how their sexual experiences have been
shaped by hegemonic masculinity.
The moment of illusion
Among the 14 men who had first sex with girlfriends, most of them experienced
uncomfortable, clumsy, scared and disappointing sexual moments. Cong recalled: ‘It
happened at my girlfriend’s house when there was no one at home. I had watched
pornographic movies before, so I thought I should have handled it well, but in fact I was
so clumsy and kept asking myself what to do? How should I arouse her? How should I
bring her to orgasm?’ Tat talked about his first sex with his wife, who was his girlfriend
at the time: ‘It was a shocking experience and miserable moment for both of us. She
was screaming and crying a lot when I tried to penetrate, which caused me a premature
ejaculation’. Thanh told me about his first sexual intercourse with his first girlfriend,
when he visited her hometown:
I took her home and there was no one there, so I started fondling her. Because it
was my first time, I couldn’t control my ejaculation, which came immediately
after my penetration. After a long time living with my own imagination, I
finally saw a woman’s body and a real pussy [laugh].
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Tiep talked about the time he went on a trip with his girlfriend, where they had sex:
Once we were in the hotel room, we rushed into each other like two hungry
tigers without taking a shower. It wasn’t successful as we both did not know
what to do and eventually I ejaculated before penetrating her. She was so scared
that she refused me when I proposed it again.

The next accounts involved Nam, Phu and Vu. Nam had sex with an acquaintance; Phu
had sex with a stranger; Vu did it with his wife. Recalling first sex with a high-school
student whom he tutored at her house, Nam said:
It happened quickly like snatching a hasty meal (ăn vội ăn vàng) as we was
afraid of being seen. We were in a room like this one; over there was a table
where we sat next to each other and there was a bed over here. I came close to
her and held her tight. As I fondled her, she moved towards the bed, and with
her support, we managed the intercourse well.

Phu was invited to join a group of friends for a party and one of his friends arranged sex
for him.
P: I wasn’t sure how my friends arranged it, as they pushed me in a hotel room
with one of the girls whom I’d just met there.
Q: What happened next?
P: As I had no experience at all, when she took off her clothes, I had already
spent it all [ejaculated] before I could do anything [laugh].
Q: Why did this woman agree to sleep with you?
P: It is not complicated for me to understand it now; as you know, there are
many types of women and she was the ‘easy’ one.

First sex made an important mark in the life of Vu, which enjoyed with his wife just a
few weeks before their wedding. He noted: ‘We were both pleased with the quality and,
more importantly, it was a breakthrough moment which turned me into a real man’.
Lessons learned from the first sexual contact with a woman among the men reveal
important messages. First, initiating a sexual encounter with a girlfriend was believed to
86

be a man’s job. As we have seen, these men all took an active leading role in sex with
their lovers. Some men also expected their female partners not to expose their sexual
desire (e.g., Xuan’s and Phu’s cases): Women are supposed to refuse when touched or
asked for sex as a way to claim good conduct; otherwise, they can be accused of being
‘debauchees’ or easy. Second, being able to hold off ejaculation and bring an orgasm to
their sex partners were also the capacities of a proper man. For example, Cong picked
up information from pornography and copied porn stars to make sure an orgasm was
achieved by his partner. In fact, this did not turn into reality for him, as well as for most
of other men, causing dissatisfaction in most of them (and probably their partners as
well). Apart from that, the fear of being caught by parents, uncomfortable venues and
inexperience in sex also resulted in poor performance during first sex among these men.
Third, exploring women’s bodies and showing a desire for the opposite sex was
important for men. For example, Thanh showed his satisfaction after seeing a real
vagina; Tiep rushed into his girlfriend ‘like two hungry tigers’ and Nam and Vu realised
that cooperation from their partners made successful sexual intercourse possible.
What most men expected in their first sexual intercourse was far from the outcomes
they achieved. Most men found their first sexual experience dissatisfactory; in Cong’s
words ‘there was nothing special to remember or to be proud of’. The pride that Cong
hinted at can be seen as his desire and attempt to practise ideal intercourse without
success. However, at sexual debut, the ‘nothing special’ experience suggests that these
men were not yet up to their standard of being a good sex partner. Making their partners
comfortable and bringing them pleasure by lasting in sexual intercourse were at least
two criteria that the men appeared to use for judging their sexual performance during
their first sexual experiences. It was interesting that these men felt comfortable to talk
openly about early sexual failures. It may be that these men now view themselves as
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having mastered sex, so early sexual failures are regarded as lessons learned on the
journey to sexual mastery and in the transition from boyhood to manhood.
Sexual coercion
In the next two cases, I will discuss the experiences of Manh and Hoang, who sexually
assaulted women to have sex for the first time. Manh recalled:
It was with my neighbour, who was four years younger than me, when she hung
around at my house. Perhaps it happened as my ‘animal’ part over my ‘human’
one. Although it wasn’t real sex as I ejaculated before penetrating her. I still felt
extremely sad and since then our friendship ended.

Although claiming the victory of his animal part as an excuse, Manh now regards
coercive sex as not acceptable, causing him a guilty feeling and making him realise that
it was not real sex.
Hoang did not experience shame when he talked about his case. Borrowing terminology
from Marxism and with an elated manner, Hoang talked about his forceful sex with a
classmate at a male friend’s house when this friend went out shopping:
H: It was like a ‘battle’. I took her clothes off, she was okay. Then she suddenly
remembered something so she strived to get out of the situation. I had to use
revolutionary violence and military exercise to force her to do it [have sex].
Q: How did your girlfriend react?
H: She was bewildered but didn’t dare cry because my friend came back home
right after that.

In both cases, Manh and Hoang reveal that the single women who were sexually
coerced did not have an opportunity to denounce these men for their sexual abuse. It is
noted that there has been a strong association between the morality and the virginity of a
single woman; subsequently, losing her virginity would negatively affect her reputation
and minimise her chance to repartner (e.g., see Gammeltoft, 2002a; La, 2005; Quach,
2008). This value places the woman in a voiceless and disadvantaged position when
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dealing with sexual abuse. In both cases, the women could not say ‘no’ when they were
sexually approached. It was even worse in the case of Hoang, who paid no attention to
the girl’s reaction when she tried to escape being raped. This supports the argument by
Phan (2008: 182, 184) that: ‘sexual coercion is… often disguised by love, morality and
virtue… in relation to male domination [it] create[s] a context in which females are
coerced into silence and acceptance’.
Another point to note is the naturalisation of the male body, which, as Manh believed, is
composed of two parts: ‘animal’ and ‘human’. Sexual desire was understood as
something natural and therefore rape was just an outcome of the battle between these
two parts, in which the animal part claimed its victory. The way Manh and Hoang
learned about women’s bodies by sexual assault reveals the existence of mistaken views
of women’s sexuality.
Different ways to master sexual skills
Hieu, Phuoc and Linh were the men who had their first sex with prostitutes.
Interestingly, the experiences that these men gained were different from those of most
men mentioned earlier. The first sexual experience Hieu had was with a prostitute much
older than him. It happened at a brothel with his university classmates. Once they
entered a room, the woman asked him to take off his clothes. Hieu recalled:
I was lying down and confused, as I didn’t know where to start and what to do.
The woman came and handled the whole process while I obediently followed
her instruction. Now thinking about that experience, my impression is about my
innocence and the first lesson of what sex was and how to do it.

Similarly, Phuoc’s visit to a brothel in Hanoi was accompanied by his colleagues. He
said:
After uni, there was a time when I was raking in a lot of extra cash on the side. I
treated my male friends to drinks, followed by a visit to a brothel. We first had
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fun at a karaoke parlour, and then each of us took a karaoke girl to sleep with at
a nearby hostel. I was so drunk and I was clumsy and didn’t know what to do.
As she was a professional sex worker, she served me all the way while I was
lying down and did nothing. It was fun.

I now pay attention to Linh’s story in order to explore his motivational, emotional and
physical sexual experience with women. On a summer day after finishing high school
and before entering university, Linh took a trip to a mining province to visit his
relatives, where he met his male cousin, Tuan. The next day, Tuan took Linh to a
brothel to celebrate Linh’s 18th birthday, which gave him an opportunity to have the
taste of a real life (nếm mùi đời) as Linh said:
He took me to a restaurant in an afternoon where I met a very beautiful young
woman. She took me to a room then asked me to take off my pants while she
took off hers. She then came to touch me. My feeling was complicated between
fear and arousal, which made me shake like a wet dog. I touched her back while
she put a condom on me and we lay down. I kissed her like crazy as I was so
excited, as she kissed me back strongly. I didn’t know what to do next, so she
helped me penetrate her and I ejaculated after a very short moment.

Not only did Linh gain sexual experience with this woman, he also gained knowledge
about sex as instructed by Tuan. He first corrected Linh when they met again: ‘I kept
singing the praises of her beauty and reported him how I kissed and fucked her. He said:
“Damn! How stupid you are! Do you know she has just sucked someone’s cock before
kissing you?” Then the two young men went back to Tuan’s house, where he introduced
Linh to his collection of pornographic videos. Linh was so aroused after watching these
movies that he decided to revisit the brothel on his own on the same day. As he entered
the place, he was immediately recognised by most of women who sold sex there,
because the woman he had slept with had circulated her experience of deflowering him
to co-workers. This time Linh had sex with a different woman. After having sex with
her, this woman told him: ‘Let me discount you one more time for free’. Linh
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continued: ‘I was instructed to be her bottom while she sat down on my tummy and that
was the first time I knew what it was like to be fucked’.

It is interesting to see differences in the ways these three men handled their first sexual
intercourse with prostitutes compared with the men who were with girlfriends and
acquaintances. To some men, the feeling of conquest of a woman’s body was important.
For example, Tiep experienced a sense of being ‘a hungry tiger’ when he explored his
first sex with his girlfriend; Hoang applied ‘revolutionary’ force to make his girlfriend
have sex with him; Thanh who was so excited to see the woman’s body and her real
vagina. However, this was not the experience of Hieu, Phuoc and Linh. Instead of
playing an active role in creating and taking advantage of an opportunity to initiate sex
(as the other men did with their girlfriends), these three men showed their naïve,
unconfident and obedient manners when dealing with experienced sexual workers.
Interestingly, Linh hinted at his burning desire or constant interest in learning about
women’s bodies and expressing this in different sexual activities with the two
prostitutes. Hence, sex workers became a source of gaining sexual skills (whereas the
other men expected to have all the skills when they first had sex) and practising men’s
desire for women, through which their further engagement with heterosexuality is
established.
In short, the process of learning to be an adult man at a deeper level of engaging with
heterosexuality can be seen in the men’s physical, sexual and emotional expressions.
They learned about romantic love, explored knowledge of women’s bodies, fondling,
sexual penetration, ejaculation, sex with prostitutes and even coercion. Men also
showed their sexual involvement with different kinds of female partners: girlfriends,
acquaintances, strangers and prostitutes. These women played different roles (including
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passive, active, collaborative and forced) in providing men with their early lessons
about sex. Being physically sensual, having a capacity for sensation with a female body
and lasting in intercourse were regarded as what men must do in sex with women.
These are hegemonic values that drove these young men in pursuing an ideal goal of
sexual practices. Nevertheless, most men saw their first sex as an unsuccessful,
disappointing and forgettable event, which left dissatisfaction and premature ejaculation
in men and pain and an insecure feeling in their partners. The unsuccessfulness in sex
could be seen as a constant reminder, telling these men that they were not up to the goal
yet, which demonstrates the operation of hegemonic masculinity among modern men in
Vietnam.
*
*

*

In the next two sections, the traits of an ideal man and woman will be drawn from the
men’s accounts. Their sense-making will demonstrate how hegemonic masculinity is
cultivated in Vietnamese culture; how it shapes the way that men view masculinity and
femininity. This presentation partly exemplifies the social change in masculinity among
this group of men.

Being a sexual man and woman
It was a surprise for me as a Vietnamese man that the question I asked the men about
the description of a sexually attractive man made many of them confused. For example,
Hieu told me: ‘I don’t know how to answer this’; Tat noted: ‘It is hard for me, as a man,
to describe another man’, and Phu advised me: ‘You should ask a woman this question’.
I later realised that the question was interpreted with an assumption, when Thanh
corrected me: ‘I am not quite sure as I don’t have sex with men’. Furthermore, Linh
explained how the question was perceived:
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In Vietnamese the adjective of attractive [hấp dẫn] means being attracted by
someone. When putting ‘sexually’ as an adverb next to an attractive man (người
đàn ông hấp dẫn về tình dục) it connotes an assumption that I care about other
men for a sexual purpose. So it’s difficult for me to give an answer as I don’t
have that sense.

The reactions from these men show that some men were uncomfortable in expressing in
words about the sexual attraction of a man. Clearly, the reactions conveyed a message
underlying these men’s sexual identity: heterosexual, not homosexual. In other words,
the interview question evoked a proclamation strengthening the status of heterosexuality
among this group of men. This kind of reaction evidences a form of sexism—
heterosexism—which Ryder (1991:288) clarifies as: ‘the system of beliefs and practices
which suppresses, denies, and penalizes homosexuality on the grounds that only sexual
attraction to members of the opposite sex is natural and normal’.
These responses from the men urged me to ask the question in more than one way. I
first acknowledged the connotation attached to the question but then asked men to put
their assumption aside. I followed up with two more questions: What would make a
male body ideal? (Thế nào là một thân hình đàn ông lý tưởng?) What would make a
man manly or masculine? (Điều gì khiến một người đàn ông trở nên nam tính?)
Notably, in Vietnamese there is not a clear distinction in meaning between ‘manly’ (đàn
ông) and ‘masculinity’ (nam tính), so that I used both in the question.
The most important finding is that communication skills, social knowledge and lifeexperience are the most important traits, carrying more weight than physical and sexual
ones in defining a masculine Vietnamese man. Many men employed a common saying
in Vietnamese—‘Women love by what they hear while men love by what they see’ (đàn
bà yêu bằng tai, đàn ông yêu bằng mắt)—to emphasise the importance for men to have
communication skills. Cong said: ‘You could see many beautiful women who married
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an ugly husband, why? Simply, the guy knows how to pour romantic words into her
ears’. Khoa asserted:
K: I believe his skills in communication with women is the most important
thing, his appearance goes after that.
Q: Why?
R: My own experience proved it. You see, I am not handsome and tall, but there
are many women who love me. It is because of the way I speak, I listen and the
way I treat them.
Q: Tell me more about what you do to women.
R: I am a confident and open person. I don’t hide anything when speaking to a
woman I meet for the first time. Naturally, I say whatever I want to say and
through the conversation, she will see how wise and humorous I am.
Q: So what about physical and sexual attraction?
R: As I said, they are not important here. Of course, his body shouldn’t miss
anything, such as a man with an ugly face is not acceptable; otherwise, an
average looking guy should be alright.

Other men confirmed Khoa’s point that physical strength was not an important
masculine trait. Tiep believed that a manly man must have ‘a strong character rather
than physical strength’. Tat noted ‘a muscular man would only make a woman scared
by his muscles’, while Cong said:
A sexually attractive man is not someone who likes showing off his muscles or
takes care of his appearance much. I really hate a hip-hop style looking guy who
wears low-rise pants, white sporty shoes and a fancy jacket with his hair gelled
up. To me, an attractive man is a neatly dressed person who handles speech
carefully and the attraction comes from the way he speaks.

Being confident, protective and life-experienced are equally important traits that men
appreciated. Phu was convinced that ‘manly is not equal to handsome. A manly man has
a strong way of walking and looking mature and confident’. Hieu noted:
I guess women like a man who looks manly. He doesn’t need to be tall or
bearded, but one could see a rich life-experienced quality (phong trần) from him.
Women like to be protected and our job is to show them this ability and because
of that women hate a mandarin’s son (công tử bột ‘a spoilt son’).
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Interestingly, Xuan was the only man who did not completely agree with the majority
view. On the one hand, Xuan admitted that social knowledge could be a ‘weapon that
helps men create interesting discussion to impress women’. On the other hand, he
believed a sexually attractive man should be ‘tall, handsome and especially sturdy’.
However, when asked about physical strength, Xuan referred it as a weakness of most
Vietnamese men. He argued:
When Vietnamese men take off their clothes, I am afraid that very few of them
look as good as women expect because they don’t pay enough attention to
keeping fit. Most of them have small legs and flabby thighs, but Vietnamese
women don’t have many choices [a big laugh].

Xuan’s comment does not reflect the majority view of men in this study. Still, it raises a
question as to whether or not most young Vietnamese men, who do not prioritise
physical appearance, are not confident with their physical body. As Xuan was the last
man I interviewed, I did not have a chance to clarify this concern among the other men.
Although the physical attractiveness of a man was not the most desirable feature, most
men believed, they were still able to describe a number of traits of a physically
masculine man. Manh said: ‘He should be 175 centimetres tall at least. He has a square
face with whiskers; slanting eyes and a built body, for example Bruce Lee is a perfect
body’. Phu noted: ‘I don’t like a small, feminine looking face. I like a big square one,
which could be like the face of the year on New Year’s men magazines’. Linh argued:
‘An ideal male body should be well-proportioned, which is neither fat nor thin, but firm.
He should be a tall man who is athletic looking but not too much muscle’. Bao noted:
‘If I were a woman, I would like a firm man who has a manly looking face with beard
and moustache’. Hoang said: ‘I reckon the sexual attraction comes from his shoulders,
chest, face and thighs. He has square shoulders with strong deltoid muscles; his facial
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features are straight and clear. The V-shape of his back is also significant, but not too
important’.
When describing sexual attractiveness, men emphasised three main qualities that a man
must have: high levels of sexual capacity, skills and desire. Cong was convinced:
‘Sexual prowess is the key element to make a man sexually attractive’. Hieu added: ‘It
is an ability to stimulate partners in sex’. Thanh believed: ‘He must have a big and
strong penis and a capacity to last long in intercourse’. Phuoc asserted: ‘The most
important thing for him is to make his sex partners achieve orgasms. I know many men
could not hold their ejaculation until their partners get an orgasm’. Tiep said:
He must be amorous and lascivious. For example, I have a friend who always
tries to get close to a beautiful woman whenever possible. He always shows us
that he has around-the-clock burning desire for sex, as he asks me to join him to
pay for sex very often [pause]. To be honest, I am not sure how well he performs
in reality, but the way he expresses it sounds like he lusts for sex all the time.

In summary, I would like to use the metaphors from computers of ‘software’ and
‘hardware’ to relate to the traits of an ideal man—the Vietnamese version of hegemonic
masculinity—presented by the men in this study. The software is a man’s social capital
and his ability to sell his knowledge and life experience to involve a woman in whom he
is interested in a romantic or sexual relationship. By using communication skills as a
strategy, the ideal man is able to express his sense of knowledgeability, sense of
humour, maturity, self-confidence and ability to protect others in order to attract the
woman he likes. The hardware is the physical appearance of a man. In the eyes of these
men, the hardware is far less valued than the software, although more value is added to
a man’s attraction if he possesses good hardware, such as his height, a firm body and a
square face; otherwise, an average-looking man should be accepted. Ideally, to prove a
man’s masculinity, he must be able to present a combination of his software and
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hardware to demonstrate physically sexual strength, performance skills and the ability
to express his desire.
Unlike the question of an attractive man, which confused respondents at first, the next
question about a sexually attractive woman provided no difficulty. All of them were
able to give an account of an attractive woman in whom they would be sexually
interested. The most frequent description of an attractive woman was her body form,
followed by her facial appearance and the lightness of her skin. Commenting on the
form of a sexual body, Tat, Duc and Phuc gave the simple and short answer that they
preferred a woman with a ‘plump shaped’ body, while Hieu and Phu offered more
details. Hieu said: ‘I like a fattish woman because her fat would make me feel better and
stimulate me at the highest level in sex’. Phu added: ‘When I was young and
inexperienced in sex, I liked a skinny woman, but it has been changed as I like a fat one
now’. In contrast to some other men, Bao and Thanh appreciated a thin body. Thanh
argued: ‘Fucking a fleshy woman is really boring and plopping. Do you know a saying
that goes a skinny woman is a master fucker (gầy là thầy địt)?’
The second most frequent comment was about her height and the shape of her hips.
While some men preferred a tall and leggy woman, some others liked a petite one. Linh
commented: ‘A tall woman looks good to me’. Khoa said: ‘A short leg is not attractive’;
while Hieu noted: ‘She should be as tall as I am, but shouldn’t be taller than me’. Luat,
Bao and Tiep asserted that they like a petite woman. Tiep said: ‘I couldn’t have a dirty
mind with a tall and leggy woman. No matter how beautiful she is, she is not my taste’.
Khoa and Linh emphasised a preference for a good shaped hip. Linh said: ‘I like big,
strong and round buttocks’. Khoa noted: ‘Hips should be neither too big nor deflated,
but plump. I really like French hips, but I hate African ones, which are oversized for
me’.
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The third important feature of a female body was her private parts, mostly her breasts.
Luat and Duc favoured ‘plump and firm’ breasts; Khoa liked ‘well-developed boobs’;
Linh said: ‘With clothes on, her boobs should be provokingly visible and look white,
healthy and plump when naked’. Thanh elaborated: ‘She has booby breasts and a
prominent and good-looking vagina, I mean, it should look tidy. I never accept a pussy
with a long clitoris as it looks like a twisting necktie, which frustrates me immediately’.

Another important trait was the beauty of a woman’s face. Men were particularly
interested in her face shape, eyes, lips and smile. Phu liked an ‘oval’ face; Linh
favoured an ‘intelligent-looking’ face; while Tiep preferred an ‘enchanted’ one. Khoa
and Phu were impressed by a woman’s ‘smiley’ and ‘watery sparkling’ eyes. Phuoc,
Tiep and Linh were attracted by ‘swaggering, provocative’ ones. Tiep also suggested
that he was stimulated by an ‘alluring smile’; while a ‘suggestive and absorbed’ one
would make Linh aroused. Tat added: ‘I like sexy, succulent, rosy lips and round shaped
big, sparkling eyes’.
Besides physical appearance, the passion for sex of a woman was regarded as her extra
attraction to some of the men. Manh liked ‘invisible charm’ (duyên thầm) in a woman
while Cong valued her sexual passion. He said: ‘Her appearance is something I care
about, but her passion in sex for even more important. That could be her way of
speaking or moving which suggests a highly sexual desire’. Dinh elaborated: ‘She
should know how to surprise and sexually stimulate me’.
Although most men shared a common appreciation of a woman is physical appearance,
their personal interests and preferences were various, particularly the diversity of body
shape preferences, which carried different meanings to individual men. Consistent with
the idea that men love what they see, which most men believed, it is clear that the
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physical appearance of a woman attracted men the most. This finding hints that the
criteria men use to examine an ideal man is not equal to those of a woman: women’s
bodies became the central feature of men’s values on femininity and female sexuality,
or the ‘hardware’ outweighed the ‘software’. The way these men interpreted the
qualities of an ideal woman is not much different from the way an object is valued. It is
like men valuing a car with full specifications with different options from which they
can choose. Ironically, the woman’s characteristics, intelligence, emotion, education and
social skills were less regarded.
In conclusion, this chapter has explored a variety of sexual experiences that the men in
this study had before marriage. Men talked about different forms of physical contact
and sexual encounters with different types of female partners. Men revealed how they
explored their own body and learned about the capacity to feel sexual and to show a
desire to master sexual skills in order to satisfy opposite sex partners. Some men
showed their failure to convert the desired sexual skills (mainly understood as being
active and lasting long in intercourse to bring about sex partners’ orgasms) into
successful performance, resulting in dissatisfaction in both these men and their partners.
This evidences how hegemonic values of heterosexuality have influenced the way these
men viewed sexuality and practised it in their early sexual experiences. Nevertheless,
these hegemonic values were not necessarily applicable to some other men who enjoyed
a passive role when learning about sex with prostitutes or to two men who experienced
coerced sex with female friends.
The operation of hegemonic masculinity was further demonstrated when the men
discussed the traits of an ideal man and woman. Being socially knowledgeable and
gaining life experience were regarded as the most important masculine traits for men,
while physical appearance was mainly valued in women. This version of hegemonic
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masculinity places women in a very unequal position, in which their body becomes a
source of pleasure for men, while the other qualities of women are disregarded. In short,
the early sexual experiences that the men in this study lived up to the moment before
marriage were varied and showed their learning process to becoming heterosexual men.
I am now turning to examine the lived experiences within married lives—the next
important stage of life—among these heterosexual men.
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Chapter 5 Married lives
Marriage plays an important role in the lives of Vietnamese men and women.
Traditionally, marriage was arranged between the two families of the bride and groom
with its main focus on procreation. Locke et al. (2012:11–12) observe that:
The emphasis in marriage in Vietnam has historically been on intergenerational
relations, rather than conjugal relations, with a patrilineal age hierarchy in which
marriage and reproduction were central to the continuity of the lineage… As
such marriages were arranged and centrally required a new wife to establish
good relations with her mother-in-law through domestic work, and the bearing
of children, specially a son, for her husband’s family so were characterised by
‘weak’ conjugal relations.

In the past, Vietnamese men were allowed to have more than one wife; however, since
the introduction of the Marriage and Family Law in 1959, polygamy and arranged
marriage have been abolished, allowing both men and women to make decisions
regarding the choice of life-partners on their own (Wisensale, 1999). As a result, over
the last decades, the mode of marital relationships has shifted significantly, following
which ‘the trend of living independently after marriage is observed in urban areas,
where a great deal of nuclear families are generated. The number of forced marriages
has declined significantly among the population’ (Le, 2006). Although this trend is
more visible in urban areas, particularly after Doi Moi caused many changes in gender
relations in the family, for most Vietnamese men and women today, ‘marriage,
childbearing and parenting are (still) central to giving their lives value and meaning’
(Locke et al., 2012:11).
Most studies on marriage have conceptually highlighted the operation of gender and
patriarchy, in which men dominate women who are wives and mothers in the family
setting. Nevertheless, for a rapid changing society as in Vietnam, ‘marriage does not
have a fixed relationship to gender inequality, nor does it simply reflect gender relations
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external to households, but is better seen as an institution which mediates social change
and gender inequality’ (Jackson, 2012:01)
In this chapter, I will discuss a number of marriage related issues from the perspective
of young Vietnamese men who are husbands and fathers. I will first discuss men’s
accounts of an ideal husband and wife. The idealisation of women and men will
illustrate men’s understanding of gender relations. Second, I will look at men’s lived
experiences in managing family lives: How were their marriages decided? What did
they actually do as husbands and as fathers? How did they think about these roles?
What did they think about their partners’ performance as wives, mothers and extended
family members? What did they expect in a family? Examining these lived experiences
will not only shed light on how modern Vietnamese men practise their gender role in
relation to women in contemporary Vietnam, but will also give insight into whether and
how traditional gender values have shifted as a result of modernisation.
First, to understand men’s stories better, it is important to have some background
information of the men and their wives in this study. The information chart, as
presented below, presents the men’s pseudonyms, ages, education, occupations, length
of marriages and information about their children and wives.
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Pseudonym

Age

Occupation

Education

Children

Length of
marriage

Wife’s occupation

Wife’s
education

1

LUAT

35

Business

Graduate

1 daughter (3yo)

6 years

English teacher

BA in English

2

HIEU

31

Broker

Graduate

1 son (3yo)

4 years

Accountant

Graduate

3

KHOA

35

Business

Postgrad

Childless (under fertility
treatment)

9 years

TV editor

Master’s

4

TAT

35

University lecturer

Post Grad

1 daughter (4yo)

5 years

Kindergarten
teacher

Graduate

5

DUC

35

IT man

Graduate

1 son (5yo)

7 years

Admin

Graduate

6

LINH

29

Broker

Graduate

Childless (under fertility
treatment)

3 years

Travel agent
manager

Graduate

7

BAO

31

Achitech

Postgrad

1 son (1yo)

6 years

Chinese teacher

BA in Chinese

8

PHU

33

IT technician

Graduate

2 sons (5 and 1 yo)

6 years

Admin staff

BA in English

9

GIANG

37

Hospital nurse

Graduate

1 son, 1 daughter (8 and 2 yo)

9 years

Nurse

Graduate

10

CONG

31

Automobile
salesman

Graduate

1 son (4 yo), soon to have a
2nd son

5 years

Family business
manager

Graduate

11

HOANG

37

Nutritionist

Postgrad

1 son, 1 daughter (8 and 2 yo)

9 years

French teacher

BA in French

12

PHUOC

34

Telecom engineer
(army)

Postgrad

Childless (under fertility
treatment)

5 years

Librarian

BA in English

Case
number
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Case
number
13

Pseudonym

Age

Occupation

Education

Children

Length of
marriage

Wife’s occupation

Wife’s
education

THANH

36

Weapon designer
(army)

Postgrad

2 sons (8 yo and a new born)

9 years

Accountant

Graduate

5 years

Government

Graduate

5 years

University
Lecturer

Masters

Primary school
teacher

Graduate

Accountant

Graduate

Trading manager

Graduate

Recruiter

Master’s
(overseas)

Accountant

Graduate

14

NAM

38

Gov. official

Postgrad

1 son (4 yo)

15

TIEP

33

Insurance manager

Postgrad

1 son (4 yo)

DINH

26

Broker

Graduate

Expecting first child (in a
month)

1 year

16

QUOC

29

IT manager

Graduate

5 months of marriage, planing
to have children next year

5 months

17

VU

29

University English Postgrad
teacher
(abroad)

Expecting the first child (in a
month)

1 year

18
19

MANH

30

Measurement
consultant

Post Grad

Childless (1 miscarriage)

20

XUAN

30

Customer
manager

Graduate

1 son (4 months old)

1 year

service

1 year
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Idealisation of wives and husbands
I asked the men to describe the ideal traits of a wife and husband. The descriptions
reflect men’s views on the role of modern women and men in the family. These men’s
accounts help to get insights into the contemporary gender order shaping the way
Vietnamese men think about and interact with women in daily life. Contextualising
men’s views in the rapid economic and social changes undertaken on the surface of the
country post–Doi Moi, these men’s accounts highlight what has shifted as a result of
modernisation, and also what has not changed as evidence of continuing influence of
traditional gender norms and values on Vietnamese men. In this section, I argue that
although there was evidence of a more open attitude towards women in some men, the
dominant view that men held was of a subservient position accorded to women
supported by men’s acceptance and reinforcement of traditional male power and
privilege.
Many men loved using metaphorical sayings to define the terms ‘wife’ and ‘husband’.
The most common phrase that men considered a blueprint for a happy family was ‘the
man builds the house, the woman keeps it warm’(đàn ông xây nhà, đàn bà xây tổ ấm).
Literally, this means that the main responsibility of a husband is to build the house and
make it strong. In another way of emphasising the importance of a husband in a family,
men compared him to the ‘pillar of the house’ (trụ cột gia đình) [A traditional house
was mainly framed by wooden pillars, so that it would be impossible for a house to
stand without pillars]. Literally, the husband is defined by his capacity to earn a living
for the family.
Meanwhile, the wife’s task is confined to domestic affairs, which is hidden behind the
ornate words that some men called keeping the ‘warm nest’ (tổ ấm) or the ‘strong back
rear’ (hậu phương vững chắc). To illustrate this point of view, men referred to
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traditional beliefs reinforcing women’s domestic role. Hieu said, ‘a good wife should
manage the home well to keep her husband’s mind on his work’ (yên tâm công tác).
Hoang believed ‘a wife is the one who finds happiness in her family affairs’. Cong
said, ‘the husband makes money, the wife keeps it’ (đàn ông là cái giỏ, đàn bà là cái
hom or đàn ông làm ra, đàn bà cất lại).
I asked men whether there had been any changes in the way that a modern wife is
defined compared with the traditional concept they mentioned earlier. The answers that
men gave moved from a conservative attitude to an open one. Those men who
considered themselves traditional noted their appreciation of the four virtues—the
conventional values of a woman conceptualised in Confucian teaching, which consist of
domestic skills (Cong), beauty (Dung), calm speech (Ngon) and virtuous character
(Hanh). Phuoc confirmed that ‘according to our traditional teaching, the way she
conducts herself should be in line with the four virtues of a woman’. Thanh insisted that
although there might be a change in the role of modern women, he still supported the
Confucian values which regulate hierarchical roles of men and women: ‘I respect the
ideas of Confucianism from which we are able to draw clear, distinguished roles
between a husband and a wife. While my way of thinking might be seen as
conservative, these ideas still operate well in this country’.
Tat and Manh suggested that those traditional norms are losing their original value and
require renegotiating to accommodate the change in society. Tat commented:
I admire the way the Japanese and Korean have kept their traditional values
while their societies are still developed. No matter how much change takes
place, the core values should be retained. By saying that I didn’t mean that I
don’t support changes in modern women, because that is also an indicator of the
development of a society.
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Manh said:
What our previous generations defined as a good wife is still correct [the four
virtues]; however, the most difficult task for a modern wife is her ability to
balance between family and work. When she devotes more time and energy to
work, her time left for her family becomes limited.

Tat’s and Manh’s attitudes evidence a tension about negotiation between the traditional
values limiting women’s role to the family and the requirements of a modern society, in
which women are actively involved in every social sphere.
When asked to describe the traits making a good wife, men addressed three
distinguished roles that a woman must carry out in the family: the roles of a wife, a
mother and a daughter-in-law. To judge whether she is a good wife, it is up to how she
handles each role in relation to her new family—her husband, children and in-law
family members. I asked Hieu:
Q
What make a good wife?
H
I’ll look at the way she behaves to her husband and looks after children.
She manages relationships with both side families well. If she fulfils her roles as
a wife, a mother and a daughter in-law, she is wonderful.

Phu noted:
I am convinced that a woman is much more important than a man in a family.
She is the ‘warmth keeper’ of the family; she makes sure her warm ‘nest’
[means her home] never gets cold. In order to do that, her role is essential. First,
she is able to take care for her household, children, and husband. Second, she
knows how to deal with each family. Finally, she treats her husband’s friends
well.

To demonstrate the role as a wife in relation to husband, Bao believed that a good wife
must be a life-partner (bạn đời) with whom he lives his life and shares everything. Cong
emphasised the strong bond between a husband and his wife:
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She is like a part of my body, so when we became husband and wife, we became
a complete body and we will never remove any parts of it, do you understand
me? The completion of the husband–wife relationship will be a good example
for my children to follow.

Some men showed a very conservative understanding and perspective of women
existing solely to meet men’s desires and needs. For example, Cong clarified that:
She should be an emotional and spiritual support for me, as her husband, so that
I can handle my business well outside the family to fulfil my responsibility as
the pillar of the house. During the day, this task takes away most of my energy,
so when I get home, I expect my wife to be a source of sharing my
understanding and sympathy so that I can have a relaxing moment with my
family.

Using Maslow’s theory of needs (1943), Khoa noted: ‘she takes care of me on many
things; I mean the basic needs of human beings. I am sure you know Maslow’s theory
of needs, which talked about those basic needs: eating, sleeping and accommodation.
She also needs to support my career development and social life’.
Thanh did not only remind me about a wife’s domestic realm, but also hinted at the
importance of his wife being subservient in meeting his demands. He said:
For me, I care about two things: her understanding of her husband and her
ability to give. For example, when she could tell her friends that ‘Oh, my
husband likes this food or he likes wearing this shirt or doing this and that’—
that means she understands her husband well. She should always respect me
regardless of the circumstances. Even if I am not earning a lot of money now, I
still want my wife to be able to look after the children and understand me.

Similarly, Vu emphasised that women are subservient to men. He said: ‘she should
know when to speak and when she is supposed to be silent and listen’.
Some men addressed the economic contribution of a wife to her family with two
different ideas. For example, Duc, Dinh and Cong did not expect their wives to earn
good money; instead, they wanted them to focus on family. Specifically, Dinh was
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convinced that ‘having a job (for his wife) is not to make good money, but it is a
psychological therapy to make her confident that she could live independently;
however, her career must come after family’. Linh argued: ‘earning good money makes
a good husband, not a good wife. What she needs is intelligence, faithfulness and
family-orientation ‘. Cong noted: ‘I don’t need her to be a breadwinner. She is just at
the average level in making money, having some knowledge about society and focusing
on the family’. This is to say Cong’s idea of the ‘average level’ in income generation of
a wife or as a ‘psychological therapy’ in Dinh’s words are important to men, because
this would not pose a challenge or a threat to the breadwinner role of a husband, and
thereby, his status and authority (and male privilege) are reinforced.
Bao and Tiep showed a more open attitude regarding earning capacity in a wife. To
them, this was not an influence in the husband–wife relationship; instead, it supported
the living conditions of the family. Bao said: ‘a good wife respects her husband and
supports him whenever he is in a difficulty like an economic one. Therefore, she should
have a good job and earn good money’. Tiep said: ’What I want in an ideal wife is a
beautiful and intelligent woman who has a personality and earns good money’. This
suggests a somewhat more equal attitude to the role of women in relation to her husband
in the family.
Another crucial criterion of a good wife is her relationship with her in-laws. Living
arrangements can affect the way a woman conducts and facilitates relationships with her
in-laws. Traditionally, after marriage, Vietnamese women moved to their husband’s
family where they shared the living space with three to four generations in a house. A
survey (Hirschman & Minh, 2002) conducted in the largest province in the Red River
Delta, north Vietnam, revealed that over 75% married women experienced living with
in-law families. The interviews with men in this study were conducted seven years after
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the mentioned study and they were in the city of Hanoi, where I met both people who
had migrated from provinces and those who were originally from the city. Half of the
men I interviewed lived with parents (under the same roof), while the other half did not.
For those who did not live with parents, dealing with other family members was not an
issue; however, to those who lived with other family members, this was a considerable
task that needed to be taken into account in married life.
The most noticeable comment from the men of both groups was the ability of their
wives in getting along with her in-laws, which men often called the ‘harmony’ (hòa
thuận), referring to the ability of a wife to keep peace and handle possible conflicts
occurring in the family. This task, according to men, must be women’s responsibility,
not men’s. This reveals an influence of Confucianism, following which married women
are presumed to bring peace to their husband’s family (Ngo, 2004). Specifically, many
men in this study believed that their wives needed to surrender their selves and interests
to please husbands, parents, brothers and sisters in-law. For example, Vu clarified:
‘Harmony means all people are pleased with one another truly from their hearts’. I
asked what a wife should do if she disagrees with her parents-in-law. Vu and Xuan
advised me that she should talk to her husband, who would find other ways to solve the
issue with their parents; Xuan said: ‘as a son of my parents, I know what and when I
should address the issue to make it effective’. Men’s expectation of women not to speak
out and stay soft as a way to please their husband’s family members reinforces the
powerful position they hold in the family and stresses that women should be silent and
obedient when dealing with marital relations.
Another important characteristic of a good wife is her capacity to give care to her inlaws. Many men reasoned that they need a care-giving woman because men ‘do not
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have time’ to do it and therefore their wives need to handle family chores and related
activities. Tiep said:
She must be able to take on the family duty. I am someone who values family
reputation more than wealth, so I accept that she gives less care to me in order to
give that to other family members. For example, I don’t ask her to do ironing for
me as I want her to save that time to look after my son or be involved in my
family events, such as ancestor worship, weddings, funerals or the like. I don’t
have time to do such things so she needs to do it for me.

By claiming time limitation for looking after family members, not only does this free up
men (and keep women tied to the domestic realm), but the views expressed also
perpetuate women's inferior position and relegation to the domestic realm and the
gender order. In Tiep’s response, his ‘doing ironing’ sounds like an open attitude
towards the gender division of labour; however, this superficial view could be
questioned because he still placed responsibility for domestic matters on his wife (who
also works) just because he ‘doesn't have time’. Hence, the tasks are viewed as petty,
not worthy of his attention.
The ideal husband
While the men in this study were able to describe a variety of expectations and
characteristics of an ideal wife, many of them found it irrelevant when asked to describe
an ideal husband. For example, Nam argued: ‘I don’t believe there exists an equivalent
concept for an ideal husband’, so he refused to elaborate further. Hoang reasoned:
‘Traits of an ideal husband are more romantically sound rather than being realistic.
Many men can achieve it, but their wives still leave them to follow other guys’. Hieu
commented:
An ideal husband should be the one who cares about his wife. He is able to bring
fun to her. He also takes good care of children and tries to limit his relationship
outside marriage to the extent that doesn’t harm his family. He should also be a
good money earner, which is expected by every woman. In fact many men can
do it but at the same time they don’t want to become that ideal man.
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As Hoang and Hieu suggested, men were well aware of commonly held views about the
traits of an ideal husband, which were generally about his commitment, devotion and
responsibility for his family, but they did not appreciate such values in a modern
husband. To understand this, it is important to take into account the discourse of gender
dominating Vietnamese culture. Tran and Do (2004:16), who reviewed gender
stereotypes in current media products in Vietnam, observe:
The gender stereotype does not only aim to influence women, but also puts
pressure on men. For example, men who are soft, amiable and gentle are often
ridiculed as men with ‘weak’ characters. Men who respect and listen to their
wives’ advice are considered as ‘led-by-the nose’ men (bị xỏ mũi).
Subsequently, many men dare not to speak about how much they care about
their wives and children, or if they consider cooking and doing housework as
part of a husband’s responsibility. This is because men are afraid of being
labelled as men with skirts (loại mặc váy), or men who ‘shelter behind wives’
(núp bóng đàn bà), or ‘weak’ men, who excuse to avoid filling the role of a real
man.

This analysis offers an explanation of the concern that some men in this study had. As
both Hoang and Hieu hinted, even when men are able to do the tasks of modern men,
they are still afraid of being viewed as less masculine than traditional men or regarded
(by both women and other men) as feminine men, and therefore ‘their wives still leave
them to follow other guys’. This is indicative of a strong influence of the traditional
gender norms on modern men, still creating a barrier for them to adapt their ways of
living and conduct more gender equality. This was even more visible when men talked
about their renegotiation of the traditional and modern values of a good husband. For
example, Cong showed a lack of clarity and uncertainty when trying to identify the
characteristics of an ideal husband:
It’s hard to say as the concept has various meanings depending on individuals.
For me, I am not sure if he [the ideal husband] should be a great money earner
or he should cut down his pleasurable and social activities to return home after
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working hours? Or should he give all the money he earns to his wife? I really
don’t know.

While some men considered earning money as the key responsibility of an ideal
husband, such as ‘the more money he gets the better’ in Khoa’s words, other men
challenged this old concept by claiming that earning money is not enough to fulfil a
husband’s role. A good husband also needs to ‘show love and give care to his wife and
children’, Phu said. Linh observed, ‘most of today’s men pay very poor attention to
families’, which, he believed, was caused by a vigorously changing economy that
‘makes men spend more time outside for work’. Unlike most men, who highlighted the
money-earning capacity as a measure of a successful man, Xuan argued: ‘I found it’s
ridiculous as Vietnamese people define richness meaning having a lot of money only or
they liken richness to money. There are many other things that inform one’s richness—
emotion, sentiment or a joyful life’. Later in the conversation, Xuan confessed that he
was frustrated with his earning at the current time, which caused him an uneasy feeling
whenever he was with other men who showed off their better capacity in earning as a
sign of success. In other words, by advocating for ‘richness in emotion’, Xuan tried to
persuade that there were alternative values he believed in as protecting factors that
helped him protect his pride, although he might not have been seen as a successful man
in the eyes of ordinary men.
This suggests that some modern Vietnamese men are uncertain about their roles as
husbands. The renegotiation of the traditional and modern sets of values illustrates their
ambivalent position, which was expressed in various ways and at different levels. While
some men resisted the new concept of being a good husband, which required them to
involve and commit themselves more in family lives, others questioned the old values
but could not make up their minds to be ready for change.
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Another important capacity of the ideal husband is his knowledge, expertise and desire
to progress at work, which is the momentum for him to possess social status and
increase the chance for him to earn money. This capacity protects, reinforces and
enhances his sense of masculinity. Linh explained: ‘an ideal husband is someone who
has a desire for progress. He should be recognised as a knowledgeable person who has a
good education and work expertise’. Phuoc reminded me of the four valuable
characteristics of a traditional ideal man (quân tử) cited in Confucian teaching (Marr,
2000) and pointed to changes among modern men:
Our ancestors taught that an ideal man must be self-cultivated (tu than) first in
order to regulate the family (te gia), govern the country (tri quoc) and pacify the
world (binh thien ha). But to be an ideal modern husband, I would say he should
be successful at work, financially rich and sexually capable to meet his wife’s
desire. In the old days, women did not prioritise it [sex], but modern ones are
demanding and they express their sexual needs more and that is why many
couples break up because of sexual dissatisfaction.

Together with men’s adoration of the four virtues in an ideal woman, this reminder of
the traditional traits of an ideal man (both sets of values originated from Confucian
thought) reinforces the worldliness of men and relegation of women to the domestic.
Clearly, these men acknowledged the traditional gender values applied to men and
women; however, they questioned themselves if they should accept a more open view
of men and women and turn these new values into their everyday practice. This suggests
a moment of pressure in men’s renegotiation of the traditional gender values and
conflicts in their acceptance of a liberal view towards being a modern man.
Overall, the main discussion of the section suggests that most of the men still held a
traditional view of women, whose role is tied to the domestic realm. This way of
thinking among men was illustrated by their support of the hierarchal system of gender
values, particularly their adoration of the Confucianist values (the four virtues in
women, the four valuable characteristics of an ideal man) and the subservience of
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women. Some men expressed an awareness of change in modern men, who devote more
time and commitment in family affairs; however, it was unsure (at this stage of the
interviews) whether these men’s awareness could be transformed into practice.

Family life
Family life is truly a workshop and the family is a context in which meaning is
created, in which individual life plans and ideals meet and are adjusted. The
family is a dream and a reality of responsibility. In the family sphere, in daily
life routines, conceptions of responsibility and individual rights, ideals and
realities meet.
(Bergsten & Back-Wiklund, 1996:75)
To understand the motivation that the men in this study took into account when they
decided to marry their partners, I asked them to recall the time before their weddings
and talk about the reasons for their decision to marry. For many of them, this was the
first time they had been ever asked to think about justifications for marriage. The
question provided an opportunity for them to look further into their relationships in a
variety of issues: their loves; awareness of responsibilities; obligations; expectations
from prospective wives; and simply their reflection on their married lives.
The first reason for the men to marry was the happiness they found being in love with
their prospective wives. The expression of love without control by parents or the state is
a great change from the marriage practice of previous generations. Khuat at el. (2009b:
66–67) describe how young men and women expressed their love during the 1970s (the
generation of the parents of these men):
love between men and women was not only following the general ‘austerity’
mode but was even ‘supervised’ by the ‘organisation’. The Confucian slogan,
‘nam nữ thụ thụ bất thân’ (men and women should not have physical contact)
was still the standard in love; therefore couples were not supposed to hold
hands, kiss, or embrace in public places… Young people who fell in love and
continued their relationships despite a parent’s objections or an ‘organisation’s
objection’ were often criticised publicly.
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Half of the 20 men confirmed that their marriage crystallised from their passionate love
with their partners. When I asked about their decision to marry, Vu emphasised that the
love he had for his wife was so strong that the couple overcame many challenges to
have a wedding. Initially, their relationship was not approved by his parents, who
wanted him to marry a local girl rather than his girlfriend, who was a provincial girl.
His parents did not accept this girl and opposed the wedding. Vu talked about how he
managed his marriage in that circumstance:
When I studied in Australia, I tried to save as much money as I could, so that on
my return to Hanoi, I decided to arrange my wedding on my own without
bothering my parents. I invited them to attend the ceremony and thank God they
accepted finally. I believe that with my time overseas I became independent,
which made my parents understand that they could not control me anymore.

To understand Vu’s choices and actions, it is important to note his position and
influencing factors, e.g. studying overseas, being away from his culture and family, and
being exposed to different value systems and practices. These events opened up a space
for the transformation of Vu himself and his practice, making his marriage possible.
Similarly, Dinh’s marriage went smoothly without any interference from either side of
the family: ‘since I fell in love with my wife, I always thought that I would marry her,
so the marriage was just part of my plan’. Although he could live with his parents after
marriage, he decided to live separately, as he wanted to manage his family life on his
own.
Second, men’s consideration of the characteristics of their prospective wives, which,
they believed, promised family-oriented women, was important. Khoa talked about
what he considered in a wife that ‘when a man marries a woman, he would consider
someone who would bring him a good future. In the same way, I saw my wife as a
family-oriented person who promised to be a good mother and a good housewife’.
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Phu said:
My wife is not beautiful. Her appearance is much below average and she even
looks older than me. However, there was an internal unconscious sense telling
me that she would be a good wife. The more I live with her, the more I realise
how kind-hearted she is. She is very sentimental, honest, knowledgeable and
especially family-oriented, which covers most of the characteristics of a good
wife.

Tat spoke highly of his wife, who not only knew how to conduct herself, but also knew
how to protect her husband’s reputation. He illustrated with an example that, ‘if she
doesn’t like a friend of mine, she would never let that person know about her own
feeling, which would save me from losing face with my friend’.
Third, marriage was a way men that fulfilled their obligation to their parents. Men often
called this responsibility filial piety (có hiếu), which can be understood as follows:
[C]hildren were taught filial piety, to obey and respect and honor their parents.
Children were made to feel keenly that they owed parents a moral debt (ơn) so
immense as to be unpayable. A child was supposed to try to please his or her
parents all the time and in every way, to increase their comfort, to accede to all
their wishes, to fulfil their aspirations, to lighten their burden of work and of
worry and to comply with their wishes in all matters, great and small… The
parent–child relationship was at the very core of Vietnamese culture, dominating
everything else. (Jamieson, 1995:16–17)

Specifically, Quoc perceived his obligation as the oldest son to his parents so that
‘according to Vietnamese culture, as the eldest son I am aware of my obligations to care
for my parents’. Nam confessed that he had never experienced a romantic love in any
full sense and his marriage had not resulted from affection; instead, for him, it achieved
his duty as the eldest son to his parents. He talked about the pressure he was living
under before marriage—his age, his parents’ expectations and his awareness of his duty.
He said:
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At that time, my parents forced me to marry someone. I was 34 and I thought
that my parents were getting older and as their oldest son, I needed to please
them. That was why I went ahead without questioning myself what I married
for. Theoretically, marrying someone is to build a new life towards a bright
future; however, to me, my marriage was just to make babies to make my
parents happy.

Xuan, an only son, decided to leave his lover to marry his wife in order to please his
parents, although he did not love this woman. He said:
As the only son, I have to live with my parents. I also know that as a man, I am
not able to look after them as they get older, so I should marry someone who
could do that job for me. That was why I dumped my girlfriend, who didn’t
show care and respect towards my parents, to marry my wife, who was willing
to give care to them.

Quoc, Nam and Xuan’s accounts reveal how traditions, particularly the obligations of
sons to parents, are structuring these men’s decisions, choices and practices of their
gender role as sons, husbands and fathers.
Fourth, as part of the pressure created by the obligation to parents, some other men
revealed various forms of influence that affected their decision to marry. For example,
in Khoa’s case his marriage came as a result of expectations from his in-laws, who did
not accept his long-term relationship with their daughter continuing without marriage.
Khoa clarified that, ‘in Vietnamese culture, when a man has been in love with a woman
for a while, there is a responsibility for the man to marry the woman’. Similarly, Hoang
struggled with a suggestion from his girlfriend’s family to marry their daughter.
The thing was that we were in love for about four years and her family kept
sending messages to urge me to marry her. My mind was so simple that I made
the decision without thinking much about it like ‘Okay, let’s get married’. It was
that simple. I bet I would not have married her that soon if there was no pressure
or force from her parents.
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Finally, economic reasons became an interest that positively influenced the marriage of
two men in the study. Before marriage, Quoc revealed that he had borrowed money
from friends and relatives to invest in the stockmarket. Unfortunately, this venture was
not successful when the market went down and it caused a financial crisis for him.
Subsequently, he was in debt to many people. At the time, Quoc started his new
relationship with a colleague who was four years older than he was. Parents from both
sides of their family did not support their marriage as they believed a younger husband
would not stay long with an older wife; however, the couple still decided to go ahead
with their wedding. Quoc was strongly convinced that his wife would not only be able
to help him look after his parents, but also take him out of his financial problems,
regardless of his being accused by his friends that he took advantage of his wife.
In a different situation, Thanh, a military officer who was working at a distant army unit
at the time, married his wife although he did not love her; in return, however, he
benefitted from her house, a job in Hanoi and especially because she could help him to
find a way to be back in the city. Explaining his decision, Thanh said: ‘it was like a
trade-off, you know? I gained something while I lost something else. In my radio field,
this was called the Neiman Peterson standard, meaning if I want a stronger signal, I
have to accept more interference’.
It is evident that some men gained independent power from their parents when dealing
with the issues of love expression, decisions to marry and living space after marriage.
Half of the men interviewed reported that they married their wives for love, not because
of other reasons. Some also decided not to share the living space with their parents in
expectation of the tradition; instead, they lived separately. The stories of Vu and Dinh
reveal that some modern men became more independent from their parents, particularly
in the way they decided on their marriages and living arrangements. In Vu’s case, his
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parents compromised with him and as a result they permitted his marriage. This
achievement also grew from his financial independence and his exposure to the Western
system of values that transformed his practice and gave him a voice in negotiating with
his parents’ authority. This is indicative of some shift in the parent–child relationship, in
which adult men gained power from their parents to express their love freely and
managed their married lives in the way they wanted without being interfered with by
parents; nevertheless, the outcome of power gained by adult children was not the case of
all men in the study.
The section is also highlighted, however, by the importance of the family and its
extended members in men’s decisions related to their marriage. In the cases of Quoc,
Nam and Xuan, the awareness of obligations that a man owes to his parents played a
crucial role in the way they chose their partners. Traditionally, Vietnamese parents often
share a common belief that ‘when boys and girls grown up, they must be arranged to be
married’ (trai lớn gả vợ, gái lớn gả chồng). Going against this wish is considered bad
behaviour among children who do not know filial piety or who do not return the moral
debt of the gratitude for their parents’ giving birth (phụ ơn sinh thành). This suggests
that the influence of parents on children is still so strong that it drove the decision to
marry for some men in this study. This finding is in agreement with the result of a
recent study (Nguyen & Belk, 2011), conducted among middle-class couples in Ho Chi
Minh city, which examined changes in wedding rituals in Vietnam. The authors point
out:
Although our informants found their own marriage partners, all of them still
sought parental approval in finalizing their marriage. Some of the couples in this
study had to persuade their parents to accept their spouse. One couple had to
wait for ten years to get their parents’ approval. Vietnamese parents still believe
that they know ‘what’s right’ for the child. However, the young no longer feel it
is appropriate to subject themselves unthinkingly to the guidance of their elders.
(Nguyen & Belk, 2011:05)
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Besides the influence of tradition on men’s marriage decisions, the consideration of
obtaining benefits from or taking advantage of prospective wives is clear in the cases of
Thanh and Quoc. These considerations came with their costs: Thanh married a woman
he did not love; Quoc accepted someone older than him (which is often seen as unusual
or inadequate among Vietnamese men).
Adjusting to married life
In order to have a broader picture of men’s experience in family lives, I asked
participants to look back on their marriages and recall how they perceived and
accommodated their new roles as husbands: What did they think about the performance
of their partners as wives? Whether men were happy with their marriages so far? What
did they still worry about? The responses from men evidence a further step of men’s
engagement in married lives through which gender relations between men and women
as seen from men’s perspectives are demonstrated.
Becoming husbands was a recent experience for many of the men. The transformation
into the new role required men to adjust their single activities in order to involve their
partners in every sphere of the husband–wife relationship. Some men hinted at the new
role as a learning responsibility or an ability to offer support to the family. This could be
understood as men’s growing up and being recognised as fully adult men. Recalling this
process, Vu said:
Being a husband is not easy, as there were so many new things I had to learn to
become a good husband. For example, I learned how to save money and to give
more attention and care to my own family. Since marriage, I also learned to
refuse hanging around with my colleagues and friends to head home right after
work.
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The new responsibility that men learned about was their commitment to the family. This
task required men to trade off what they could do as single men and what they were
expected to do as married ones. Manh found his own experience a challenging one:
It [marriage] was a big shock for me, which made me very uneasy. Before
marriage, I was a free man who had plenty of time doing whatever I liked and
flirted with whoever I felt interested in. Since marriage, I had to cut down lots of
my hobbies, think twice before making a decision, and especially earning and
spending money became a real issue.

Most of the participants agreed that the main role of a husband is to be a financial,
social and emotional support of the family or ‘the pillar of the house’ (trụ cột gia đình).
Linh regarded his role as ‘the main money earner in the family’, while Cong believed:
‘the responsibility here means spiritual and financial support’. Bao said: ‘like my Dad, I
am the head of my family. I support my family financially and I am the decision
maker’. Giang noted: ‘I am always the pillar of the house regardless of circumstances. It
means I play the main role in all aspects of family life: emotion and material’. Similarly,
Hoang explained that: ‘as a father and a husband, I am seen as the pillar [of the house]
to be leaned on by the whole family in all kind of matters internally and externally:
economy, development, family discipline and social relations’. Khoa commented: ’my
role is to make my wife satisfied. There are many things I need to do to support her
material needs, emotion, career and treatment to my in-laws’. In contrast, Khoa
expected his wife to look after his basic needs of eating, sleeping, dressing and
accommodation and support his social life, while he did not see his role, as a husband,
to address those needs in his wife. To Quoc, the role of a husband was not only limited
to his relationship to his wife, but also to other extended family members. Quoc
emphasised how important his role was as a mediator. He said: ‘my role is like a
mediator of the family to clear misunderstandings and harmonise potential conflicts
between my wife and other family members–my parents or my sister’.
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To understand how being married was perceived, it is important to understand
traditional values of marriage to Vietnamese men. By examining Vietnamese proverbs,
Do Thi Kim Lien (2008) addressed three responsibilities that a traditional Vietnamese
man must take on: getting married, nurturing children and progressing in society. She
says:
According to the Vietnamese tradition, every grown up man must get married in
order to produce a son to maintain the family line. Those men who fulfil this
obligation are recognised as good men: ‘a good man and good woman get
married’ [trai khôn tìm vợ, gái khôn tìm chồng], otherwise, they are public
criticised: ‘a man without wife is like areca tree without nut’ [giai không vợ như
cau không buồng], or ‘an elephant without a mahout is like a man without wife’
[Voi không nài như trai không vợ]. (Do Thi Kim Lien, 2008:148)

Another traditional saying that recognises the importance of being married goes: ‘a real
man must prove his capacity to own a buffalo, marry a woman and build a house’—the
main labour for a farmer (tậu trâu, lấy vợ, cất nhà, trong ba việc ấy thật là khó thay). To
many young people today, getting married and having accommodation are still
important; however, the buffalo is now replaced by a motorbike or car (La, 2005: 85).
In fact, not every man is able to afford a house before marriage or not to live with his
parents after marriage, particularly those who come from the provinces and get married
with women from Hanoi.
I asked men if marriage suggested any meanings to them and if they were satisfied with
their married lives. It is obvious that marriage brings men a significant privilege. This is
also seen as a success in a man’s life, compared with other men who are not yet
married. Hieu said ‘I see many friends of mine, who are still single, are not as
successful as I am because I am married although they are much richer than me’.
Marriage suggests a sense of maturity and independence to Phu in the eyes of his
parents:
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Q
Looking back at your six years of marriage, what made you satisfied?
H
Uhm, I have my own family in its true sense in which we are husband,
wife and children. Financially, we are an independent unit; I mean we are no
longer dependants of our parents.

To Nam, Xuan, Cong and Tiep, marriage was not only proof of paying a moral debt to
their parents, but it also formed a real home that allowed them to settle their minds at
work (yên tâm công tác). Tiep commented: ‘marriage was to create a stable base at
home without which it would be hard for me to concentrate on making money,
particularly as I am a frequent traveller whose time for outside is much more than for
family’.
What I want to comment on about these men’s understanding is that the status of being
married empowered manhood in men as it transformed them from single into married–
an important criterion to be recognised as mature adults in a full sense.
Practising the role of husband
When I asked what the men thought about their performance as husbands, most of them
took the question as a chance to review their experience of being husbands and stressed
what they performed properly and what they needed to improve. Men emphasised their
hard work to earn money for their family; however, most of them found there were
many tasks that they were supposed to do, but in reality had not done well, and some of
them were even sorry for not respecting their wives sometimes. These concerns
included having insufficient devotion of time and care to wives and children; lack of
spousal understanding and commitment; and diffidence with their financial situation,
which damaged their sense of being the head of the family. For example, Tat, the
university lecturer, blamed himself: ‘I am not really happy with my role as a husband. I
don’t have much time for my wife and daughter. I devote too much energy to my career
and study’. Hieu conceded that he was an ‘extremely hot-tempered’ and ‘dominant’
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husband who mistreated his wife sometimes. Nam admitted that he took advantage of
his wife’s kindness so that ‘when she asked me to take her out for a break, I claimed my
workload to refuse her’. While Tat was not happy with his current income, which did
not allow him to organise a holiday for his family to Thailand, Phuoc, Nam and Manh
shared a common dissatisfaction in their role as breadwinners. Commenting on his role
in financial support, Phuoc believed he was ‘only able to cope with 80% of the
expectation’ of his family. In a less confident manner, Nam confessed that the amount
of money he gave his wife monthly was still lower than the average level for a family’s
expenses in Hanoi city. The regret these men expressed suggests their awareness of
being a modern husband and father who must not only earn good money, but also treat
his wife with care and respect and spend more time with his children; however, their
regrets also revealed that these men had not yet adopted the role of modern men.
It is useful to discuss the case of Manh, who experienced a sense of being a failure as a
husband. He said: ‘as to being the pillar of the house, I need to earn more money;
however, my earning now is not enough to cover expenses for my family, my wife and
saving for my children in the future. In other words, I haven’t lived up to that
expectation yet’. Manh’s concern about money was intensified particularly when he
became an object of comparison with other men. He told me a long story of how his
sense of manhood (sĩ diện đàn ông) had been damaged. He said:
My wife is always proud of herself as a smart woman who had good training
overseas and who is much more competent at work compared with other female
colleagues. However, she frustratingly showed that her husband is not as
successful as other men, who are husbands of those women. I often keep quiet
and try not to let money become an issue that might harm our relationship, but
deep inside, I feel hard to accept it and I am extremely unhappy about it.
Sometimes, I am afraid that my patience would reach its limit so I may destroy
everything if I hear a negative judgement from my wife again. You know, as a
man, saving face is very important. When my self-respect is violated causing a
loss of face, I might not be able to control my actions. What I hope now is I will
be able to calm down by practising martial arts.
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Manh equated success as a man with being smart, overseas trained, competent at work,
earning good money and being in self-control. However, compared with his wife, Manh
neither had an internationally recognised degree nor earned a good income (although he
was competent at work). Therefore, when he became a subject of comparison with other
men, particularly in terms of income generation, his sense of masculinity had been
challenged and damaged. Realising this tension, I then suggested to him that, apart from
money, there are many other things to be valued in one’s life. Manh replied that he was
very confident in terms of his social knowledge, but his wife did not value it as strongly,
as she cared about his earning capacity.
Sometimes I asked my wife if she found me a knowledgeable person or if I am
too ignorant? She said I am better than many guys she met in terms of social
knowledge. However, these guys care more about stocks and gold price that help
bring them money; whereas, my social knowledge could only make my life
more fun. Apart from money, I am a serious committed husband who never has
extra-marital relationship; I also don’t drink or smoke and I do exercise and care
about my health.

Manh believed if he were a husband with money, it would allow him to have a larger
voice in his family. He said, ‘it would be better if the husband could financially support
his family. It would make his children respect him more and subsequently his voice is
more powerful’.
It is clear that getting respect from family members, having a voice in the family and
being financially well off are key features of a successful married man. The tension in
Manh’s feeling about not being able to achieve these criteria (in his eyes), coupled with
a successful wife, created a sense of inadequacy or not living up to expectations. In
other words, Manh’s sense of being a husband was challenged by his wife, whom he
judged as being more successful than him, and that was the crisis of his masculinity’s
sense-making, which caused him a loss of face and threatened his position as head of
the household.
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Judging partners’ performance
Before going on to hear about the comments, feelings and expressions given by these
men regarding their life-partners, it is useful to have some background information
about the 20 women who were the wives of the men in this study. Most of the women
had university degrees (see table pp. 103–4). There was only one woman who was
temporarily unemployed due to health issues; the rest were secure in stable jobs. Seven
women worked in education (from kindergarten teacher to university lecturer); eight
worked in the business sector, in which four of them were accountants and the rest
worked for the government. Eight women spoke second languages.
The men in this study experienced their marriage partners in many different ways.
Those experiences were shaped by many factors: number of years in marriage (from
three months to nine years), status and number of children (some were childless; others
had one or two children), expectations in their life-partners, and economic and social
circumstances of each family. These men’s comments on their life-partners fall into
three main perspectives depending on the levels of their expression of happiness,
disappointment and a combination of both feelings.
For the first group, men appreciated their wives because the women were able to meet
their husbands’ expectations as wives, mothers and daughters in-law who helped the
men fulfil their obligations to parents. Cong, the automobile salesman, complimented
his wife:
I am very happy that my wife meets the four virtues of a traditional Vietnamese
woman (Cong, Dung, Ngon, Hanh). She is beautiful—not just about her
appearance, but also her soul—she deals with both sides of the family
considerately and she treats her husband and child well too. I hope she will
never change.
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Quoc revealed how happy he was to have a wife who could not only help him overcome
his financial crisis but contribute her labour to his family and care for his parents: ‘as a
man, I can’t do such little things and I don’t know how to look after my parents. Since
Van came into my family, she has handled the task on my behalf without which I could
not be settled to concentrate on my work’. I asked Quoc to outline what tasks his wife
handled in his family. He listed all house chores such as: daily shopping for food,
cooking, cleaning, talking and giving care to his parents. He also mentioned that his
wife helped his parents to access good healthcare services by using her close business
partnerships with many doctors in the city.
While men in the first group showed their happiness in having their wives, the second
group revealed frustration in their partners, including a lack of mutual understanding
and dissatisfaction in their partners’ characteristics and housework performance and
even in their sex lives. There is a strong connection between those men’s attitudes to
their wives and their expectations and motivation in marrying their partners. For
example, although Khoa expressed his satisfaction with his wife, who never created any
conflicts in their relationship, it did not mean he was truly happy with her performance
as a wife. He said: ‘I found that my wife is not assiduous because she doesn’t like
cooking. While I always want to have my meal prepared by her rather than by
restaurants, she often suggests eating out. It’s not about money; it is what an ordinary
wife should do for her husband, you know!’ Khoa added that it took him a long time to
learn how to tolerate his wife, who also has duty at work and so ate out twice a week
while cooking at home for the rest of the days.
Thanh, who married his wife for reasons other than love, was disappointed in his wife
for many reasons. He said:
My wife doesn’t understand me, as we are so different. For example, she doesn’t
like music, while I do; subsequently, it’s hard to ask her to join a karaoke
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socialising with our common friends. She also often blames me for sitting in
front of the computer surfing the internet for hours. This is because she doesn’t
know much about computers so that she doesn’t respect my indulgence. Besides,
she is a conservative and stubborn woman who doesn’t manage home affairs
well.

Tiep, who married a university lecturer (who also came from his home town), had an
expectation that she would devote more time for family and children, as it would please
his parents, with whom the couple live. However, as a work requirement, Tiep’s wife
spent more time on her further study and teaching job, which made Tiep unhappy: ‘I
really want her to cut down her workload and spend more time with family, but it seems
impossible because of the nature of her work. She now invests too much time, money
and energy on study and teaching’.
With the third group, when commenting on their wives, those men showed that while
they were pleased with their partners’ performance, there were still many things that
made them unhappy. Phu considered his wife a resourceful and intelligent woman who
had most of the good characteristics of a good wife. However, he blamed her for her
lack of care and attention to his sexual needs, which, he was convinced, pushed him to
look for sex outside marriage with other women. He reasoned:
It was probably because we didn’t have much time to enjoy our sex life as my
wife got pregnant very soon after marriage and the second child came quickly
after the first one. She too much focused on children and didn’t care about my
emotion, sentiment and sexual desire. Although I was aware that looking after
babies and doing housework made her exhausted, but I still felt like being
abandoned. That’s why I became involved in external relationships.

Phu’s accounts of his wife, particularly his feeling of ‘being abandoned’, show how
selfish, self-centred, childish and immature he was. What he was concerned about was
his needs, wants and desires, that must be met regardless of how hard it was for his wife
to cope with doing the housework, looking after their children and fulfilling her
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workload at work. Here, Phu used his wife’s new responsibilities as a mother (and also
conforming to his ideals of being a good wife) to excuse his behaviour and not take
responsibility for his actions. In his eyes, it was her fault and he blamed his wife for his
extramarital sexual relations.
Another example of this point of view is Bao’s comment on his wife. While he was
pleased with his choice in marrying her, a family-oriented woman and a good mother,
she was different from his imagination of an ideal wife with whom he would share
everything and live his life (noted that he did not love his wife and he married her partly
to please his parents). He conceded: ‘whenever I am stressed, I really need someone
who could understand me, to talk with, but I couldn’t do it with my wife although I have
tried several times. This is because our life views are so different and she didn’t listen to
me, which made me believe talking with her is unhelpful. That’s why I am constantly
stressed’.
What emerged in the men’s comments on their family lives is a strong sense of separate
spheres between men and women in managing the family. By showing their
appreciation, expectations and frustrations in their wives’ domestic performance, most
of the men repeatedly emphasised a default position of committed domestic skills that
were required in their wives. Women were supposed to handle most of the family
activities: shopping, cooking, washing, looking after children, treating parents-in-law
with respect and providing emotional care and sexual satisfaction to husbands.
However, none of these men addressed their involvement in sharing housework with
their partners, but still believed they had the right to judge their wives on their ‘natural’
given role. This means the traditional concept gender in household management still
strongly benefits the taken-for-granted privilege in the ways that modern Vietnamese
men understand and practise their gendered role in relation to their marriage partners,
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who are seen as a round-the-clock available hook attached to men in order to make
men’s family lives happen.
Living in harmony
One of the most important issues that concerned the men was keeping their married
lives harmonious. Traditionally, Vietnamese people dignify the harmoniousness
between a husband and wife. For example: ‘When wife and husband are in harmony
they can empty the Eastern Sea’ (thuận vợ thuận chồng bể đông tát cạn) or ‘The
husband ploughs, the wife plants and the buffalo harrows’ (chồng cày vợ cấy con trâu đi
bừa) are two sayings demonstrating the husband–wife peaceful relationship. In this
study, Phuoc regarded his smooth relationship as due to his agreement with his wife in
decision-making, life views and even their mutual pleasure in sex; meanwhile, it was
slightly different with Khoa, who emphasised a mutual satisfaction between him and his
wife which he called ‘respect’ (notably he used the pronoun ‘we’ to express the mutual
relationship). He said: ‘the satisfaction of my marriage is our respect to each other. We
respect each other’s work, personal preferences and ways of living, so that we don’t
have many conflicts. We are also considerate towards both sides of the family’.
In order to have a harmonious family, however, it costs a much higher price for women
rather than for men. According to Cong Huyen Ton Nu Nha Trang (Schafer, 2010:184)
‘the wellbeing of her [a traditional Vietnamese woman’s] family was more important
than her own personal feelings, which would certainly be hurt by her husband’s
indulgence with other women’. That also means the wife has to sacrifice many things:
her voice in the family, interest, desire and face, and she is expected to accept her
husband even when he commits bad behaviour, such as drinking, gambling and
womanising (Schafer, 2010). In a recent study conducted among intellectual women in
Hanoi to examine how these women managed their married lives, Lê Thái Thị Băng
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Tâm (2010:06) observes two different attitudes that women held towards their role of
keeping a harmonious family:
In dealing with relationships within the family, most of the intellectual women
acknowledged their ability of tolerating, sharing with, and sacrificing for
husbands by taking difficulties and hardship of their roles as wives and mothers
into their sides… Older women tended to accept their ruling husbands, who are
greedy for fame, but never accept the fact that their wives are smarter than them,
while younger women reacted their ruling husbands. They never wanted to be
dependant on their husbands, particularly on economy… Therefore, there are
only two options women could do: making concessions for the sake of a
harmonious family, or breaking up their marriages.
Men in this study, as mentioned earlier in this chapter, confirmed that the task of
keeping a ‘warm nest’ or harmonious family is a default role of a wife. They showed
the importance of having a harmonious family in various ways. To Xuan, Quoc and Vu
(who were living with their parents at the time of the interviews), harmony means the
ability to get along with all family members. In order to do that, the role of the husband
is very important. Quoc said: ‘my role is like a mediator who clears misunderstandings
and harmonises potential conflicts between my wife and other family members’. To
those who lived separately from their parents, although they needed to keep harmony
with extended family and kin, harmony was more emphasised by the relationship men
had with their wives.
Another important factor contributing to the harmony of a family is the children who
are regarded as the example of success in the life of a married man. More importantly,
children help improve the relationship between family members. Tiep explained:
Since my son was born, he has become the centre of my family interest drawing
my parents’ attention and love. As a result, our relationship has been enhanced a
lot. Now I would say we are living in harmony although minor conflicts occur
still but they are not serious enough to damage our relationship.

This is to say that ‘living in harmony’ means a lot more than the ability to get along
with family members. There are many factors, the men hinted, making a relationship
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harmonious: having a good wife, children, fulfilling filial duty, giving care to kin
relations, and socio-cultural obligations, providing money, housing, food, emotional
support, sacrifice and understanding. These tasks put a great stress on women, who have
to trade off between sacrificing for their husband, children and extended family
members in order to maintain their marriage, and expressing their own voice. This is in
agreement with what Lê Thái Thị Băng Tâm (2010:18) found in her study. She
concludes:
Family is women’s pride, support, motivation, but also burden. The devotion of
time and energy to family limits many modern intellectual women from
progressing in career. As a result, women have to sacrifice (both physical and
emotional strength) for the family and continuously suffer to overcome the
challenges of the family burden.

*
*

*

To summarise the main points of this chapter, it is essential to note that by and large,
men still hold traditional values about the ideal characteristics of men and women and
their roles in the family. This is manifested in the way the men supported Confucianist
values (the four virtues in women and ideal traits of traditional gentlemen), which
reinforce the dominance of men and the subordination of women regarding the gender
order within the family setting. Men’s role in the family was defined by their financial
and social support to family members, while women were confined to domestic affairs.

The chapter has also highlighted the tensions faced by some men, who supported
traditional gender roles but felt ambivalent and pressured to embody modern notions
around the ideal qualities, roles or practices of the modern man, who commits to the
family and treats women equally. This is because the traits of a modern man are still
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recognised as somewhat feminine characteristics, which threatens men’s selfconfidence, sense-making of their masculinity and willingness to change. The conflicts
that these men experienced nevertheless reflect a shift in the concept of gender and
gender roles in the family among men in Vietnam today.

Another important point to note is that marriage plays an important role in the lives of
Vietnamese men. It was recognised as a sign of success in transforming men from
singleness, which was often equated with immaturity, to adulthood. Marriage was also a
means of helping men to fulfil their dutiful moral obligation to their parents, whose
power over their adult children was still significant to men. Nevertheless, the chapter
has also highlighted some shifts in some men, who gained independence from their
parents in regard to their decisions to marry and living arrangements post-marriage. In
short, the chapter gives an insight into the current gender order from a young, married
man’s perspective and reflects gender relations in the family at an early stage of
adulthood among modern Vietnamese men. It will be clearer in terms of men’s
understanding about their roles and expectation in partners when it comes to the
question of fatherhood, and now we will turn to that issue.
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Chapter 6 Being a father
The birth of the first child is a major event, marking a great turn around in the life of
a man by shifting his social identity from being fatherless to becoming a father.
Conventionally, the new role often requires a man to adjust his everyday life activity
to include a new job—parenting—a gendered project and a form of family practice
(Coltrane & Adams, 2008). Townsend (2002:192) describes fatherhood as:
Fatherhood as both institution and experience incorporates gendered
expectations of fathers and mothers, of husbands and wives, and of sons and
daughters. As a social position and social institution fatherhood is part of a
system of gendered roles and norms that accompanies a gendered division of
labor and responsibility as well as different treatment of boys and girls.
Fatherhood is also a gendered experience, a gendered identity, and a gendered
sense of self in relation to others.

Traditionally in the West, the role of a father suggests a very limited meaning
compared with that of a mother. While children’s nurture and care are considered the
main role of a mother, these tasks are not expected of a father; instead, a good father
is seen as an economic provider (Shehan, 2000). Nevertheless, with a greater
participation of women in every sphere of society over the last century, the father’s
role has been challenged and begun to change, following which more men share the
housework and daily care of children with partners (Griswold, 1993).
In Vietnamese culture, there is some evidence to show the importance of a father’s
role. For example, folklore says: ‘A child without a father is like a house without its
roof’ (con không cha như nhà mất nóc); or in another example about awareness of
fulfilling a child’s filial piety to his or her father and mother, every young pupil has
been taught in the first year in elementary school that:
Father’s deeds are as great as Mount Thái Sơn
Mother’s compassion is like the water of an eternal spring
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One should revere mother and respect father wholeheartedly
To fulfill the filial piety of a child
Công cha như núi Thái Sơn,
Nghĩa mẹ như nước trong nguồn chảy ra,
Một lòng thờ mẹ kính cha
Cho tròn chữ hiếu mới là đạo con

As a husband and a father in a family, a traditional Vietnamese man plays the role of
the head of his family and he is expected to look after his family’s prosperity and
harmony. Jamieson (1995:27) observes that: ‘each family is like a small nation. The
husband is nominal head of state and in charge of foreign relations; the wife is
minister of the interior and controls the treasury’. A Vietnamese father believes that
his hardworking attitude (or sacrifice) and financial responsibility are his two main
duties in fathering. In relation to his children, he tends not to spend time with them as
much as parents in the West do, and often he shows strict discipline rather than
expresses his feelings or love to his offspring (Shwalb, Bubb et al., 2004).
Traditionally, Vietnamese people believe that ‘having more children is better than
possessing wealthiness’ (Đông con hơn nhiều của) and ‘God created the elephant, he
also created grass’ (trời sinh voi sinh cỏ) meaning that once a baby is born, food will
be given. However, over the last 50 years, family size in Vietnam has significantly
downsized due to a decrease in the total fertility rate. It is reported that the average
births per women was 2.03 in 2009 compared with almost 6.0 in the 1970s (Central
Population and Housing Census Steering Committee, 2010; Knodel, Friedman et al.,
2000). There are many reasons that explain the small family size in Vietnam:
urbanisation (29.6 percent of the population living in urban areas, an increase of 6
percent compared with 1999), the family-planning policy (the Law on Marriage and
Family says that married couples are required to abide by Vietnam’s two-child
family policy), enhancement of women’s status and gender equality (particularly
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now that the rate of literacy is nearly even between females and males), involvement
of females in the workforce (46.6%), delay in the age of marriage among young
people (26.2 years in men and 22.8 years in women), particularly those who live in
urban areas, (Central Population and Housing Census Steering Committee, 2010;
Haub & Huong, 2009; Hayes, Cu et al., 2009; Wisensale, 1999). All of these factors
suggest that vast changes are taking place in modern Vietnamese families—not only
their size, but also the relationships between family members (mainly husbands and
wives) in terms of improvement of income generation, education and the social
position of women. Nevertheless, how Vietnamese men perceive their role as a
father, how they practise their fatherhood and whether men and women’s roles in
parenting have changed remained unknown.
By talking with men about their experiences in fatherhood: expression of feelings,
perceptions of being a father, meanings of having children, attitude towards son
preference, parenting practice and the issue of childlessness, this chapter aims to
highlight the cultural values through which men, as engendered and engendering
beings, construct their fatherhood and masculinity (Gutmann, 2006).

Role transformation
Recalling the moment when their partners gave birth to the first child, I asked the
men to describe this experience, particularly how they expressed emotion during the
course of their involvement in their partners’ deliveries. Unlike many countries in
the West, where fathers have been allowed to participate in the delivery process of
mothers since the 1960s (Dellmann, 2004), it is a common practice that fathers in
Vietnam are requested to stay outside the labour wards in most hospitals throughout
the country. All of the 13 fathers interviewed experienced different levels of
emotion while waiting for their wives to give birth for the first time. Thanh said: ‘the
nurse told me to look up at the second floor from which she would put her head to
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inform me about the birth of my child. I lay on a hospital park bench all night and
looked at that window, thinking that I would become a father the next day’.
The emotions that men went through fluctuated from extreme worry to
overwhelming happiness. Tat recalled:
My feeling was unspeakable as I had never been in such a complicated
emotional moment like that. It was moving from anxiety to panic and then to
extreme excitement. When the doctor informed me about my daughter’s
birth, I screamed loudly because I had been waiting for so long for this and
when I saw my daughter, I was crying with a funny smiley face.

The emotional expression of happiness was varied among the men. Some of them
burst into tears; others named it the feeling of ‘dreaming’ or being ‘a mad man’.
Noticeably, to some men, their unexpected outburst was a ‘strange’ experience that
contradicted their supposed strength as a man. Recalling the first sight of his son,
Hieu said: ‘I suddenly became an emotional person, no matter how strong my outer
looks’. Hoang explained: ‘as a life experienced person, I always kept my emotion
inside; however, when I saw my son crying, it melted my heart and the feeling was
like there was something missing and emotionally fragile’. Hieu and Hoang’s
experiences hinted that men are supposed to be emotionally strong regardless of
circumstances.
Phu and Thanh had experience being involved in the whole birthing procedure of
their wives; however, these men did not gain this experience until their second child.
It is noted that the involvement of men in partners’ birthing events is a recent
breakthrough in some hospitals in big cities in Vietnam, although this is not yet a
common practice and hospitals apply fees to patients who choose this privileged
service. Both Phu and Thanh found it a new experience, even though they had
already been through different emotions with the birth of their first children. They
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both agreed that their involvement in the birthing brought their wives a great source
of support and encouragement. Thanh said, ‘I witnessed the whole process when my
wife gave birth to our second child. Seeing her exhausted and sweating enormously
touched me greatly’. Phu, in addition, revealed that he was very uncomfortable to be
in the labour ward for the first time in his life because ‘men are not supposed to be in
that environment’. Given the challenges both men faced with this new experience,
the choice to attend the birth of their child and the involvement in supporting
partners during their labour show an attempt to change the tradition of gender
relations among some modern Vietnamese men.
The ups and downs in the emotional experience of the men are also found in many
studies in other countries. For example, in her review of men’s emotional experience
on the birth of their child, Dellmann (2004:20, 22) notes that ‘Most men find
childbirth both wonderful and distressing… the first moments after the birth of the
child are times of immense joy, relief and overwhelming emotions’. By showing
emotional expressions in receiving children, these men marked the moment of
transformation of their role and identity in which a traditional expectation of
producing offspring was filled. This issue will be further discussed in the next
section, in which men reflected on how they saw their identity with the arrival of a
new child, the meanings attached to being a father and their adjustment in everyday
life to accommodate fathering.

Meanings of being a father
For most of the men, it was a ‘must’ to have a child and they emphasised its
importance in various ways. Hoang named it ‘a natural task one needs to do in life’.
Nam considered it ‘priceless vitamins for life’. Vu believed ‘a family must have a
father, a mother and children’. Bao confirmed: ‘we can’t just say if having children is
important or not. I have to say it’s a must and it’s a part of one’s life’. Linh said: ‘we
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have a long tradition that having a child is mandatory, an indispensable matter once
you get married. I am just a member of this society so I simply follow its rule’.
Hoang explained how naturally children come into one’s life:
When I was a boy, I liked baby’s toys, games or even fighting with other
kids. When I grew up, I started flirting with girls and enjoyed exploring love
and sex with them. Naturally, the process would continuously change as I get
older. The creator walked me through different stages of emotion,
responsibility and motivation, and having children is just one of the steps I
need to do in life to be balanced and natural.

Most of the men agreed that becoming a father brings more responsibility and
because of that it demands men readjust their everyday lives to accommodate their
new role. This process, they believed, enables men to become worthy fathers who
not only financially support the family, but are also models to be respected and
emulated by their children. Hieu said: ‘I have to think about how to raise my son, for
how long and how to make more money to leave him in the way my parents did for
me’. Since becoming a father, Hieu found himself a ‘more serious’ person who put
more energy into doing business in order to save money for his child. In the case of
Duc, the birth of his son changed his everyday routine so that ‘my life became more
disciplined in order to build a good example to be followed by my son’.
Not only did having children adjust the life goals of these men, but children were
also indirectly involved in all matters of a family, particularly the process of
decision-making. For example, Tat and Thanh shared a common view that they
always took into account the possible consequences for their children caused by their
decisions and actions. Thanh said:
Before, I never minded to challenge my boss when necessary; however, since
I had my first child, I started thinking more about my son and family. Since
then, whenever dealing with my boss, I always ask myself if what I plan to
say or do would negatively affect my loved ones or not? For that reason, I
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often remind myself to live according to a Vietnamese saying that goes
‘endure once, live in peace’ (một điều nhịn, chín điều lành).

Being a father brings many benefits and values to men. The new label given to a
man, as a father, is considered proof of adulthood by society. Manh, who was eagerly
looking forward to becoming a father, made an observation about his male friends
who were fathers, that they looked ‘statelier’ and, therefore, he believed: ‘being a
father would turn me into a much more mature person, which is the right way to
upgrade myself into a higher level in this society’. Xuan, father of a four-month-old
son, said that ‘my success is not informed by my achievement in career, fame or
money, but my ability to produce a family’s offspring’. While Tiep, father of a fouryear-old son, called his son an ‘endless pride’, Quoc, a newly married man,
considered that prospective children would enrich the prosperity of his family
according to a traditional belief that goes ‘more children, more prosperity’ (thêm
người, thêm của). In his study of American fatherhood, Townsend (2002:177) also
makes this point:
Many men described in similar terms the changes in themselves that they saw
as the consequence of fatherhood: their new sense of stability and
responsibility, a greater sensitivity and capacity for growth… They described
fatherhood as a transformation of the kind of person they were, a
transformation that continued as they grew older.

I asked the men to talk about the possible meanings they attached to having children.
The answers to this question were consistent with men’s perceptions of being a
father; however, they offered greater detail, to reveal different angles of their
understanding of their new role. The men stressed that the importance of having a
child is a sign of success that strengthens their social status. Giang reasoned that
‘having a child enhanced my position (khẳng định mình) because it proved that I
could be a father and that marked an important turn in my life’. In agreement with
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Bao, who witnessed a rich couple who struggled in achieving their life goal when
they could not have a child, Thanh added that ‘no matter how successful a man might
be with his career, without children, his success is meaningless’. It is clearly
observed that having a child/children is an ideal value that all the men in this study
strove hard to achieve. However, as the study reveals, not all the men were able to
have children, but the race to become a father did not stop these childless fathers (to
be discussed later).
The arrival of a child strengthens family relationships. To those who were still
childless at the time of interview, such as Khoa, Linh, Quoc, Phuoc and Manh, the
birth of a child would enhance their conjugal relationships. Khoa called it a ‘burning
desire’; Linh named it a ‘core factor making a family’; a ‘hub of joy’ in Quoc’s
words. Phuoc reasoned that ‘children would be a common interest for me and my
wife to live and work for and as a result they help bind our relationship’. Therefore,
childlessness could dent the happiness of a family and even be the reason to end a
marriage (to be discussed later). Manh said:
It [childlessness] would be so serious that it may break our connection. In this
contemporary society, there are already so many broken-up families even
when couples have children. That is to say the relationship of a childless
couple would be very loose and I would end my marriage right away (giải tán
ngay), because without a kid, our lives are not different from two persons
who are boarding together (khác gì ở trọ đâu). If we still try to maintain the
vow between us, unlike in the West, we would have to pay a high price: we
would be ridiculed and backbitten by the public opinion, causing a psycheout for us.

To those who were fathers, children not only play the role of a mediator to heal the
relationship between the couple whenever it goes wrong, but also act like a monitor,
reminding their parents about their love and responsibility for a family. Hieu said:
I am not a god to believe in infinity, so I am convinced that love between a
husband and a wife will fade over time. It’s not what we want, but time
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erodes love no matter how much you may try to maintain it. Gradually love
becomes a sense of companionship and responsibility. Conventionally, when
your love has gone, you may look for a new lover and subsequently, it may
affect your immediate married life. Hence, children would be the glue to hold
parents together. When I get home, seeing my son, I don’t want to go
anywhere else because he makes me think about my wife and family. He is
like a guard keeping me from straying.

Tiep added:
My son is my future and my endless motivation to progress. What’s on my
back now is the burden of a child whom I am responsible for. There are a
million things I need to do for my son and he gives me such energy,
motivation, joy and balance to fulfil the tasks. I have to say having a child
was a big turning point in my life that made my marriage special. He became
the centre to heal conflicts between me and my wife as he reminds us to keep
the family harmonised. To some extent, to me, having a child is more
important than having a wife.

The purpose of Tiep’s marriage was to produce offspring; without a child, his
marriage would become meaningless. In other words, Tiep’s wife was a means of
reproduction, which helped gain his social status—the most important task of his
marriage—because, in Tiep’s eyes, ‘having a child is more important than having a
wife’. As Tiep noted, the birth of his son helped solve any possible conflicts between
family members because he ‘became the centre to heal conflicts’ and kept the family
‘harmonised’. This suggests an old-fashioned misogynous attitude towards women in
Tiep. It also shows that the visibility of patriarchal values was still very strong in
some modern Vietnamese men. Subsequently, the burden of producing offspring still
continuously pressures some modern women to suffer in a traditional, unequal
gender order.
Another important aspect of having children is that it acts as proof of paying the
moral debt (trả ơn sinh thành) that any man must pay to fulfil his traditional
obligation to his parents. Quoc explained: ‘according to our culture, it is very
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important to have a child in order to maintain the family line, which makes my
parents happy’. Many men agreed that the longer they raise their children, the better
they appreciate their parents’ nurturing of them. The attitude towards their parents
that these men showed not only establishes a role model for children, but also
reminds men to pay the moral debts owed to their parents—in turn the relationship
with extended family members is strengthened. Borrowing a traditional saying that
goes ‘raising your children makes you love your parents more’ (nuôi con mới biết
lòng cha mẹ), Cong told me that although he was able to live separately from his
parents and enjoy more freedom in his married life, he decided to stay and live with
them so that he could give them more care. This decision came as an outcome of his
own fathering. In a similar way, Bao stated that ‘the new role reminds me to treat
parents from both sides of the family well to make a good example for my son’.
Townsend (2002:172) emphasises the relationship between fatherhood and kinship
system:
Men as fathers see themselves moving into the position they have associated
with their own fathers, and they see the changes in fathers as they become
grandfathers. When they turn in the other direction, away from the man who
they are replacing to the child who has taken their own place, men’s focus
remains on the male line. It is their sons who will replace them.

In short, the evidence indicates that men see various values involved in their new
experiences as a father. Their comments reflect how they comprehend the new
position, accommodate it and how the status of being a father is perceived. What can
also be seen in the men’s accounts of having children are conservative views
suggesting what has not shifted for young men in Vietnam today. The men tended to
recount traditional values about producing offspring, which helped them enhance
their sense of masculinity. First, the arrival of a child in a man’s life is recognised as
a great success, which enables him to claim his maturity and adulthood. Second, it
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helps maintain a family line, which is also seen as proof of satisfying a man’s
obligations to his parents. Third, children are believed to be a central hub connecting
family members, which reinforces the idea of a family’s happiness defined by its
harmony. And fourth, the desire of having a child that all men in this study showed
suggests an embedded cultural ideal that drives men to achieve this goal, without
which their masculinity would be damaged.
In the next section, I will examine men’s experiences in family life and learn how
they perceived their parenting in relation to the role of a mother.

Parenting performance
The single most striking observation to emerge from the men’s responses about
parenting is their mention of distinctive roles for parents. Men differentiated two
separate spheres of a father’s and a mother’s jobs in which mothering was defined by
her day-to-day care of children, while fathering was not associated with childcare
activities. Giang believed ‘a mother looks after all housework and childcare because
that is her natural given role’. Tiep said:
Being a father is only a symbolic status to be looked at from outside. He
doesn’t know anything about looking after children. For example, when I get
home, I embrace my son for few seconds, and then I quickly free him to do
my own business while my wife takes care of him on everything. That’s to
say the role of a father is never comparable with a mother, which is never
equal!

The word ‘định hướng’ was commonly used to describe men’s guidance to their
children. Speaking in greater detail, the men considered that the main task of a father
is to provide direction (định hướng) for their children. Nam reasoned that, at early
stages in a child’s life, his wife ‘takes care of everything’; however, he emphasised
that the role of a father would be more visible at a later stage, which would involve
his advice on education and career development for his children. Manh added that
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while a mother embraces her children with her love to nurture their emotional
development, a father acts like a ‘moral instructor’ (hướng dẫn tinh thần) for children
by ‘guiding them to achieve what and who they want to become in life and
strengthen their confidence’. As Tat said:
T: The most important thing for a father is to give direction to his children so
they will be able to manage their lives properly.
Q: What kind of direction are you talking about?
T: At different stages of life, children need specific kinds of direction and
support. When they are young, a father can guide them to useful learning
resources to make sure they are not affected negatively by society. He can
also assist them to form their good characteristics such as giving advice on
how to save money, respect others, treat toys with care and more importantly
a father must be a role model to be mirrored by his children.

Dinh added:
I’ll follow the way I was raised by my parents to bring up my child to be a
good citizen. In fact, my wife and I talked and divided the parenting tasks
very clearly. As a father, I’ll give my child direction to form his/her good
character while my wife will be in charge of daily care. When my child goes
to school, my wife will teach my child social subjects while I do with natural
science.

Another important point emerged from men’s comments is differences in the ways
that a mother and a father show their love to children. Men believed that, unlike a
mother who often spoils children, a father needs to be disciplined, strict and even
hard on them, and that was seen as the right way to love children. Hieu said:
The love parents given to children is the same, but it is expressed differently.
For example, my wife often shows her love visibly to our son whenever I
scold him. As a father, I tend not to demonstrate my love in words, but in
actions, although it sounds inflexible. My son may be afraid of me, people
from outside may think I shouldn’t do so, but, believe me, all fathers act in
the same way and that is how I express a father’s love. However, my wife
loves my son in a gooey way that may make him disrespect her, which is
corrupted. She is sometimes so blind that she could easily forgive mistakes
that my son makes, but I would correct him right away to avoid greater
troubles he may create later on.
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Hoang believed that the emotional love that a mother shows to her children results
from the natural biological connection of a mother to her son before the birth of the
child. It is interesting that Hoang did not consider that he also has a blood tie with his
son and hence, he viewed his relationship with his son as less close compared with
his wife’s. He explained:
A mother, who has the blood tie with the child, would give care differently.
For example, whenever my son fights with other boys, the first thing my wife
would do is to support her son’s side no matter what the issue is. I would
handle the situation with a fair-judgemental eye—neither favour my son nor
harm his friendship. This is because a father doesn’t have a direct blood tie
with a child, so his view is more objective and balanced and hence, that helps
him correct his child’s attitude and behaviour properly.

Responses from most participants reveal a patriarchal and stereotyped view of
women, following which women were not regarded as equal as men in the area of
parenting. For example, Giang and Tiep believed that caregiving is a natural given
role assigned to a mother, not the role of a father. Nam, Manh, Tat were convinced
that only fathers are capable to provide direction on the establishment of children’s
proper behaviours, characters and provision of advice on their career development.
This is because the men believed a mother is not disciplined enough (in Hieu’s
words) and her blood tie with her children (in Hoang’s belief) would spoil and
corrupt her children. In Dinh’s mind, she can only teach her children social subjects,
while natural science is best taught by a father. Therefore, as Tat suggested, only
fathers are able to be good models for children. It is notable that the notion of
discipline and strictness applied to children results from a traditional belief that is
still widely circulated among parents today when they talk about parenting. The
belief could be described in a saying that goes: ‘give your children the rod, they’ll be
grown up right; give them sweets, they’ll be spoiled’ (thương con cho roi cho vọt,
ghét con cho ngọt cho bùi). Although some young Vietnamese parents have started
147

questioning this norm in the media recently (Phan, 2011), this value is still strongly
practised among many parents, even those who have lived in developed countries for
a long time, such as Australia (Thuy Du, 2010).
Although most of the men agreed on the separate spheres in the roles of a mother and
a father in parenting, Luat was an exception. In his view, there is no such term
‘husband or wife’s business’; instead, Luat and his wife share the parenting job
equally. He continued:
I couldn’t see any differences here. Many friends of mine believe it is not
suitable and uncomfortable for a man to take care of children and that job
should be given to the mother. I didn’t think this because I was involved in
every single task looking after my daughter: I prepared food, fed her, gave a
bath, took her to bed and so on. What I couldn’t do was breast feeding only!
Although there is evidence to suggest some shift in men’s devotion to family,
including their time and interaction with their children (for example, there were men
who recognised the inequality between women and men in giving care to children, as
seen in Tiep’s case, and he rejected following the traditional mothering norm, as
suggested in Luat’s case), the attitudes that most of the men in this study held reveal
that modern Vietnamese men still have conventional views on gender roles and
practise an old-fashioned way of doing parenting tasks in the family. These
traditional attitudes reinforce the prolongation of an unequal gender order, which is
continuously manifested in the way that Vietnamese men and women manage their
everyday lives today.

Turning now to son preference, one of the most important values for traditional
Vietnamese men, we will examine whether there are any changes in men’s accounts
on this matter.
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Son preference
Son preference is a strongly dominant value in Vietnamese culture and it still plays
an important role in the lives of some men. Over the last decades, a considerable
amount of literature has been published on this issue, which examines the influence
of socio-economic, political and cultural factors on the way that Vietnamese people
value the sex of their children (e.g., Bélanger, 2002; Haughton & Haughton, 1995;
Johansson, Nguyen et al., 1998; Nguyen, Wayne et al., 2008). In a major study
conducted in a northern rural area in Vietnam, Bélanger (2002:326) highlighted three
main reasons for men to have a son. She stated:
The necessity of having a son is clarified by three aspects of the superior
value of sons. First, sons give their parents status and legitimacy in their
family and community. They are the ultimate marker of a parent’s identity.
Second, sons symbolize family continuity, and they alone can perform
funeral and cult rituals. Third, sons’ economic value is higher than that of
daughter, given the rules of following marriage and sons’ official
responsibility for their elderly parents.

In this study, I examine the importance of having a son, the rationales and meanings
attached to it and possible shifts in men’s attitudes and preferences in terms of the
sex of their children.
Interestingly, most of the men I interviewed were well aware of the importance of
having a son, regardless of their personal views. The desire was expressed in several
ways. Their preferences could be split into three groups. The first showed extreme
concern about having a son, which, they considered, was a must. These men were
Hieu, Duc, Phu, Nam and Tiep, who already had sons, and they were well aware of
the rationale for their references. For example, as the oldest son in his family, Duc
argued that ‘having a son is something I have to do to please my parents and to
maintain my family line’. Similarly, Nam believed that he had to follow the
dominant tradition that appreciates sons over daughters; Hieu added that:
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H: Many people may say it doesn’t matter whether it is a boy or girl, they will
love them anyway, but I love boys overtly although it sounds a bit outdated.
Q: Why?
H: How can I explain it to you? It is something really important passing from
generation to generation. My dad preferred sons so I like sons too; it is latent
in me and somewhat telling me that I want to have a son. It sounds funny in
this modern society if I name it as a way to maintain the family line, but it is
something that makes me proud of, you know!

Notably, Hieu was well aware of his son preference as something outdated and
funny, which did not matter for many others; however, there was an internal force,
which was latent in him, that drove him to desire a son. This shows a gap between
Hieu’s awareness and his practice; in other words, son preference, which is
embedded within the culture as a powerful hegemonic value, still influenced Hieu’s
practice to achieve the goal regardless of his awareness of change.
The pride that Hieu exhibited in having a son is widely seen in most other men in this
group. Phu, a father of two sons, confirmed that ‘I believe that a family with more
sons is always wealthier than a family with more girls’. Tiep elaborated: ‘my son is
my real endless pride because having a son is so valuable in this culture’. He
continued:

First, I am able to have a baby, particularly a boy, while many other friends
neither have a child nor a son. Second, my son and I look so alike [happy
smile]: the more he grows, the more handsome he becomes; wherever he
goes, people admire him and I got some related happiness from their
comments [laugh].

The second group, including Bao, Cong, Thanh and Dinh, revealed that they
preferred to have both sons and daughters in their families. Bao noted that, according
to the culture, as the second son of his parents, having a son to maintain the family
line was not his responsibility; instead, it was his older brother’s duty. Hence, it was
not important for him to have either sons or daughters. Thanh explained his reluctant
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acceptance of having two boys due to the two-child policy applying to him as an
army official. He continued:
Personally, I want to have two boys and two daughters, but I can’t as it is
banned in the army. Also, because my restless older son drives me mad,
which makes me always shout at him to correct him, and I gradually become
a very loud speaker, so that I expected my second child would be a girl as, I
hoped, she would give me an easy time, but it wasn’t the case.

Cong and Dinh mentioned a common saying that it is better to have both sons and
daughters than one sex only: ‘having both sticky and ordinary rice is better than one
of the ways’ (có nếp, có tẻ vẫn hơn). It is interesting to note the sequence in this
saying in which the sticky rice, a more valuable farming product, was chosen to
represent sons first while the ordinary or plain rice represents daughters second.
What is noticeable among this group of men (except Dinh who was waiting to be a
father in about a month) is that three of the other men already had sons. Thanh had
two sons and Bao and Cong each had a son. This suggests that the demand for a
daughter possibly came as an extra desire after these men’s need for a son had been
met. In the case of Bao, who already had a son, without pressure from the cultural
norm for having a son applied to the oldest son in a family, it was easier for him to
accept the next child regardless of its sex.
The third group of men included two men, Khoa and Tat, who expressed that they
really wanted to have a daughter, even though Khoa had not had a child yet and Tat
had a daughter already. It is interesting that although Khoa was aware of the
existence of traditional values on sons, it did not affect his preference for having
daughters. He said: ‘I don’t know why I prefer daughters over sons; probably my
observations tell me that a father is often closer to his daughter than son’. I then
asked if he was no longer concerned about son preference as a tradition. He
responded: ‘it depends on individual concepts. You are a Vietnamese so you should
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also know in practice that men who have sons are better treated, for example they are
entitled to sit in the upper meal tray whereas men who don’t have sons are sited in a
lower one’.
This refers to a traditional practice in Vietnam. During ceremonies such as birthdays,
weddings and memorial days, extended family members and guests often gather to
have meals together. Before the meal starts, often the head of the family invites
guests to sit down in a circle with a tray of food in the centre. Older men are often
asked to sit on a bed in the living room, called the ‘upper tray’ (mâm trên), while
younger men, women and children sit on the floor or ‘lower tray’ (mâm dưới).
Frequently, the food with better nutrition and greater amount is served to the upper
tray respectable people, while the lower tray members enjoy second-class food.
Especially, in some cases, to show respect and politeness to guests and family
members, normally the wife and her daughters sometimes do not sit with guests;
instead, they sit in a tiny corner of the kitchen away from the living room and have
the least nutritious food. Men who do not have a son are often asked to sit at the
lower tray as a way of ridiculing and devaluing them like women and children. This
is also a way to demasculinise those men and publically shame them (and, by
extension, their wives and extended family). Subsequently, this results in a massive
loss of face and might lead to them avoiding such events; indirectly, this may also
reinforce these men’s desire to repartner if they do not have a child, especially a son,
with their current wives.
Unlike Khoa, Tat’s preference for daughters was shaped by the fact that he had a
daughter and no son, and his view that technology, speed and actions are men’s sole
interests, while beauty products must be women’s. Born into a family of four men
(his father and two brothers), his mother was the only woman of the family.
Witnessing disadvantages in his mother’s life, he learned that:
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As a man from a family of three sons, I really understand the difficulties that
my mother went through when she didn’t have a daughter. For example,
whenever we are together, my dad and his three sons often talk about men’s
issue on motorbikes, cars and the like, which cut my mum out of discussion.
If she had a daughter, it would’ve brought her, an introverted woman, a
friend, so they could’ve talked about fashion, cosmetics and so on.
Sometimes, when my mum was sick, it was quite hard for me, as a son, to
give her physical care. That’s why I really wanted to have a daughter so she
could assist my wife when she gets older. Now I have a daughter, I don’t
mind if the next child will be another daughter, I will love the baby either
way.

Besides the three typical groups, it is worthy to mention the situation of Linh—a
childless man at the time—and the difficulty Linh and his wife were experiencing in
conceiving a child, which had shifted his initial desire for a son. He said:
Earlier I wanted to have three children and the first baby must be a boy as I
believed the more children, the more happiness I would get. Since my wife
had a fertility issue, my way of thinking has changed. What I want now is to
have a child no matter it would be a boy or a girl. Superstitiously saying, a
baby is a gift from God and I really look forward to the day when the present
is given.

It is obvious that son preference still had strong value to most of the men in this
study. The involvement of young boys, girls and adult men and women in the
practice of upper and lower trays of food offers a great example of how gender
relations operate. First, this practice shows us how men and women play out their
socially expected roles in the context of the family embedded in Vietnamese culture,
in which ‘men’s domination is institutionalised’(Connell, 1990:514) . In this case,
young boys and men, particularly those who have sons, are privileged to sit at the
upper meal tray, while women and young girls, who do most of the cooking, are not
entitled to this level of treatment. Although this custom is not widely practised in big
cities now, the idea of it still influences the way that men and women value sons over
daughters and consequently it contributes to the maintenance of patriarchy and
particularly nurtures a stereotyped attitude against women and young girls. Having a
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son is definitely evidence that confirms men’s status in a family and in society at
large and as a result enhances their masculine identities. The desire for having a
daughter came as an option for some of these men who were already fathers of sons.
Therefore, having a daughter would turn these already fathers of sons into ideal men,
because having both sons and daughters is considered the best option according to
traditional belief. A minority group of three men noted that the intensity of their
desire for sons had shifted, as they expressed their preference for having a daughter.
However, it is worth noting that their preferences were shaped by their experience—
two were childless and the other had witnessed the difficulties for his mother in not
having a daughter.
Second, the idea of having a son distinguishes men into two categories: men with
sons and men without. Having a son is a passport to social status—those who have
sons are upgraded. In this case, it is not just the better food he can get in a social
event, but also his social honour and recognition. Nevertheless, the criterion of
having a son also challenges and threatens the social station of men who do not have
a son, and consequently they are not considered proper men and therefore they are
not entitled to be treated equally to the fathers of sons. This shows how hegemonic
and subordinated masculinities operate in the daily lives of Vietnamese men. In other
words, son preference is an example of a ‘cultural dominance in the society as a
whole. Within that overall framework there are specific gender relations of
dominance and subordination between groups of men’ (Connell, 2005a:78)—the
domination of men who have sons and the subordination of those men who do not
have them.
Although son preference still influenced the way that the men in this study judged
themselves and other men, the expression of daughter preference among men in the
last two groups could be seen as a potential sign of change in men’s attitude towards
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the traditional value. By expressing a desire for daughters, Khoa’s preference went
against the dominant norm of son preference, although he was fully aware of the
price he might have to pay for not having a son. In the case of Phuoc, he did not
believe childlessness was a disadvantage as most other people would; instead, he saw
it with a positive side that it would save his time for work. By thinking differently
from the majority view, this could influence the ways that Khoa and Phuoc presented
themselves to the outside world. Also, the three groups of attitudes towards
son/daughter preference represent how men enact gender in their everyday lives, in
which there were men who were influenced by the dominant gender order, while
there were also other men who actively challenged the value. Holmes (2009:57)
comments:
Our gender is something that we actively do, but it is also something done to
us by others. The way a particular society structures family life, work,
education, and class and other hierarchies will influence how people do
gender, but within these constraints individuals can make some choices for
themselves. Those choices will be shaped by what they think about the
variety of ideas about gender that are available to them. If people can
recognize that gender is not ‘natural’ but socially constructed, then rather
than having others determine how they ‘should’ behave, people can be more
active in changing how gender is done.

The issue of childlessness
According to Bulcroft and Teachman (2004:117), childlessness is defined as ‘the
absence of children, either by intention (voluntary) or by circumstance
(involuntary)’. It is understandable that many couples choose not to have children (or
are childless by choice); however, it is not possible to conclude whether a couple is
childless by circumstance until they pass childbearing age. Out of the 20 men I
interviewed, 13 were fathers and 2 would become a father in a few months. Among
the other 5 men who were temporarily childless at the time of this interview, 1 was
childless by choice as he was using birth control method and decided not to have
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children until the next year, while 4 others—the main focus of this topic—were
seeking treatment for fertility.
As noted earlier, having children brought crucial meaning into the lives of all the
men in this study. To some men, who were fathers, becoming a father was just a
natural function arriving in their lives as a matter of course. In the minds of these
fathers, the idea of being childless never existed and the way they saw their
experience in having a child was something they took for granted. However, to
become a father, it took a long journey for the other four childless men. The fact that
all four men were engaged in fertility treatment highlights the importance of
becoming fathers for these men. Although the focus of this section is on these four
men and how they understand their experience of childlessness, it is extended to the
rest of the men to discuss their perception of this issue also. The forthcoming
examples will examine experiences faced by the four childless men who were
seeking fertility treatment: Khoa, Linh, Phuoc and Manh. What did they think about
their childless status? How did they cope with it? What do they want or plan to do
about it? The discussion will be then followed by presentations of other fathers’ ideas
on this matter.
As with many new couples, Khoa and Lan wanted to have a child soon after their
marriage; however, nine years had passed and the couple was still dreaming of this
day of becoming parents. Khoa told me that a medical examination had failed to
reveal a clear reason causing their infertility. The couple had tried several methods of
treatment and they were on IVF (in-vitro fertilisation) at the time this study was
conducted. I asked what he thought about the situation; he said:
I don’t want to talk to other people about my issue as I simply don’t want
them to know about it. Sometimes, when friends unintentionally ask us for
news [if his wife is pregnant], the question creates a real pressure that makes
me very uncomfortable. It is very tough for me to live under such a
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circumstance like that because, paradoxically, it turns me into another person
who always tries to hide something sneaky and I am very frustrated about it.

To avoid such a situation causing Khoa and his wife an uneasy moment, the couple
chose not to socialise as often as they had. This was not only because of the
questions about the ‘news’ that the couple’s friends might ask, but also because the
topic of the conversations their friends talked about and shared often involved their
children, which excluded Khoa and Lan directly. He continued:
Most of my friends believe, as friends, they are entitled to ask about our lives,
including the issue on having kids and I just dislike to be asked. When we
gather in a group, my friends often go on and on talking about their children
and that makes me feel I am disadvantaged or missing out on something a
little bit. No, it’s not a little bit missing—that’s a great miss to be exact.

Similar to Khoa’s case, Linh planned to have a child with Trang right after he
married her in 2006. She fell pregnant three times; however, due to a problem with
her reproductive organs, she experienced a miscarriage and two surgeries that
resulted in the removal of an ovary. When I asked Linh about this issue, he said, ‘I
felt sorry for my wife, who is suffering greatly from this problem. She always thinks
that is her fault so that she is not able to have a baby for me’. Linh convinced me
that, as a man, he should be emotionally strong to deal with this difficult condition
and to support his wife; nevertheless, the tension was always sitting in Trang’s mind
and could potentially turn into a sensitive moment or a quarrel between them at any
time. Linh continued:
She is carrying an inferiority complex that pushes her to swallow her own
bitter feelings without sharing the issue openly with me although I never
blame her for it. Thinking too much in that way makes her mad with me
easily and often I have to remind myself to be calm and silent, but I
understand her.
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Phuoc had been married to Tam for six years and three years before (in 2006) she fell
pregnant twice but miscarried. In 2007, Phuoc had an assigned mission in China for
the whole year; on his return in 2008, he learned that his wife was diagnosed with
hepatitis B, which required her to be on treatment, and that was why the couple could
not plan for a child until Tam’s heath situation improved. Sharing the experience
with Khoa, Phuoc and his wife also tended not to socialise with friends to avoid
being asked about their problem; however, the ‘problem’was mainly caused by
Phuoc. He said:
The pressure comes from the way I value my married life in which I believe
there should be three components to be an ideal family: being healthy;
financially wealthy; and having children. The problem would emerge if one
of the components is missing and that will affect our daily lives, I mean we
pressure each other.

The desire to have a child was so strong that it influenced the relationship between
Phuoc and his wife negatively: ‘I feel sad whenever we go out and we see other
couples with children. Although we try not to speak about what we feel inside, we
can’t deny the feeling of something missing, which is always dominant there’.
Unlike Linh, who showed sympathy with his wife, Phuoc argued that ‘there
shouldn’t be any pressure put on me (from my wife) because part of the causes was
my wife’s miscarriages and her health problem’. Thinking that way allowed Phuoc
to free himself from being too stressed; instead, he believed he benefited somewhat
from the childless status. He reasoned: ‘I don’t have to spend time looking after
children, so I save more time to devote to my work. For example, my colleagues,
who have kids, head off to pick up their children at 4.30 pm while I stay as long as I
want. That is why I don’t see myself at a disadvantage’.
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The last case in the group of four involuntarily childless men is Manh, who married
Yen a year ago. Although the duration of their married life is not as long as in other
cases, having a child became an emerging issue recently. Yen fell pregnant soon after
their wedding; unfortunately, at the third month of her pregnancy, she was diagnosed
with a medical problem related to the foetus and subsequently the doctor asked her to
abort it to avoid a potential deformity in the child. The tension was enhanced when
Yen visited a doctor who urged her to make a decision on abortion; at this critical
point of time, she really needed her husband to be with her to be able to support and
make a joint decision about whether they should keep the baby or not. Unfortunately,
Manh was not in Hanoi at that time as he was on a mission in a southern province, a
great irritation for Yen, who often blamed him for his frequent travels with a lowpaid salary. This incident turned out to be a real source of frustration and
justification, not only for Yen, but also for her family’s views on Manh as a husband.
Manh explained:
My wife’s family didn’t appreciate my current job as they thought I am far
inferior to some ordinary guys who don’t work as hard as I do, but they are
still able to earn good money and take care of their wives when they are in
need. My in-laws advised me to go back to my previous stable job at an
insurance company to get a better income; however, I can’t follow their will
as I really love my job in which my brain and knowledge is appreciated and
that are a real value for me.

Manh was concerned about his wife’s health since she had experienced her abortion
and he worried whether she would face the same problem for the next time when she
fell pregnant. The coincidence between the concern about Yen’s health, a possibility
of having a child and the pressure from her and her family regarding Manh’s job
distressed him. He wondered whether he was not fulfilling his role as a husband. He
was unsure if he could handle the greater role of a father, once he became one,
particularly in terms of financial support for the prospective children. He said: ‘I’m
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afraid and hesitant to think about the responsibility of a father, but it seems that is the
only way I could upgrade myself into a higher level of maturity in society. To do
that, I need to reorganise my life to take good care of my wife and my children in the
future’.
These men share a common difficulty in coping with their daily lives caused by their
childlessness. Their childless status was not only perceived as a pressing issue
influencing their conjugal relationships, but it also positioned both men and women
in disadvantaged situations that limited their social lives, damaging the values of
manhood and womanhood particularly when they became subjects of comparison
with other couples who were parents.
Khoa considered his childlessness a temporary condition because, as a man in
Vietnam, he believed it was not so difficult for him to find a replacement partner
who could help him overcome the situation even when he was at an older age;
indeed, the older his wife became, the less chance for her to have a baby. He said: ‘if
we are not able to have a kid in few more years, the break-up between us would be
understandable and tolerable to my wife. To a man at early 40s, by that time things
will still be very easy, you know?’ He meant that the break-up scenario might come
as an unexpected outcome after investing time, money and efforts for fertility
without a success. Although it appears that Khoa had a positive view toward his
future, repartnering is not an easy job, as it would also come with difficulty. He
explained:
Admittedly, having a child is extremely important to me; however, who
should I have a child with is another equally important issue. I couldn’t
imagine how my life would be if I would have a baby with a woman with bad
conduct, behaviour and sense of morality because the child would not be a
good product, I believe.
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What if the main cause of the infertility was from Khoa rather than his wife? If that
was the case, would he still think about a break-up as a solution, which would give
Lan an opportunity to repartner and have a child? Those questions remained
unanswered as Khoa was uncomfortable to continue the conversation on this topic.
Although Phuoc strongly believed that he would have a child once his wife’s health
improved, the idea of repartnering with another woman sat in the back of his mind.
When I asked what would happen if he was not able to have a child, he said:
My wife and I have already talked about that scenario and I told her that I
would still be happy to live with her no matter what; however, she said she
would ask me to find another woman to have a child with [miserable laugh].
Because I am still young and I still believe we will be able to have a child, I
haven’t thought seriously about her offer, but who knows? I may change my
mind and think about her suggestion later, but not now.

Unlike Khoa and Manh, who would choose to break up their marriages, or Phuoc,
who was still ambivalent on what to do about a future without children, Linh
considered an alternative option—adopting a child. He said: ‘deep down in my heart,
I have thought about that worst scenario although I never expect it will come true;
however, if later we can’t have a child, we probably would adopt one, as married life
without a child is so frustrating’.
The issue was also pertinent to the 13 fathers, of whom I asked what would have
happened were they not able to have a child. Most of the men talked about the
potential frustration of a married life without children. For example, Tat said he
would not consider his family as a ‘home’ because ‘a family is the most peaceful
way to live, the source of joy brought by children without whom it is no longer a
home’. Giang said: ‘when I saw my children crying, I did something to make them
happy and laughing and as a result, I was echoed by their felicitousness and that
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helped me forget my hard-work burden’. Cong asserted sharply: ‘you know the
whole idea of marriage is to have children; otherwise it would be a disaster for me’.
In expressing frustration, many of the men indirectly suggested a marriage break-up
as a solution in order to repartner with another woman who could give them a child.
There were also other men who addressed the solution without hesitation. Hoang
said: ‘to maintain my family line, I would definitely find another woman’. Duc
believed: ‘my wife would have freed me if we couldn’t have a child’; Xuan
continued:
I think I can deal with the problem; but my wife, with her kind character and
personality, she would let me go out and have a baby with someone else. To
her, a traditional woman, having a child is something really important and
that is to say she must have a child for her husband’s family by all means.

What do these men mean here? First, the responses from the men confirm the
importance of having a child for men. These men would not accept childless status
and they would look for alternative ways to have children, including the breakup of
their marriages. Second, the idea of sacrifice in Duc and Xuan’s examples reveals a
mechanism that continuously supports inequality between men and women. This
point is illustrated by Xuan, who first stated that he could ‘deal’ with childlessness
but extolled his wife’s sacrifice in opening an opportunity for him to repartner. It is
important to note that having a child by any means was a way Xuan’s wife could
prove not only to her husband but also to in-laws that she is a good woman. We can
see that Vietnamese women are trapped in the so-called ‘good character’ defined by
tradition. Sacrifice has long been recognised as a traditional characteristic of
Vietnamese women. When discussing this trait of Vietnamese women, Shafer
(2010:156) says: ‘ the cycle repeats: women sacrifice, they are praised for their
sacrifice, and this praise leaves them uncertain about whether to question the value
162

and fairness of their sacrifice. And so Vietnamese women continue to “volunteer” to
sacrifice themselves’.
Among these 13 fathers, Nam was the only man who was aware that both husbands
and wives could have a problem causing childlessness, while the rest of the men
automatically assume it was not men who caused the infertility; instead, it was their
partners’ problems and because of that, the men were convinced they ware entitled to
break their marriage vows to look for alternative solutions. The men who were still
childless during this study experienced various forms of discomfort and depression to
some extent in their daily and married lives. To understand what was causing their
difficulties, it is necessary to highlight some of the dominant values that govern the
way the men viewed and conducted their lives. First, there is a strong association
between having children and the reason for marriage. It is a common belief among
men that the romantic love between a husband and wife will erode over time. Schafer
(2010:161) explains:
In Vietnamese texts, tình [feeling or love] is often placed in opposition to
nghĩa [duty]. One speaks of a couple marrying for tình but staying together
because of nghĩa. In a similar way the expression ‘tình yêu vợ chồng’ [wife–
husband love; literally, feeling love wife husband] may be placed in
opposition to the expression ‘tình nghĩa vợ chồng’ [wife–husband duty;
literally, feeling duty wife husband].

What the men in this study emphasised is that once the husband–wife love is eroded,
children are the glue that helps hold together the relationship between a couple; in
other words, having children is the main reason for men to maintain their ‘dutiful’
marriages.
Second, a sense of masculinity is driven by having a child because, to a man, it is an
indicator of his success and recognition (by society and by other men) of his entry
into his adulthood. This attribute is particularly enhanced by having a son, and this
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was still greatly appreciated by the men in this study. According to the patrilineal
tradition, having a son means a family’s line will be continued and he is ‘recognized
as guaranteeing the connection between the deceased and future members of his
patrilineage’ (Rydstrom, 2004:75). This also suggests that, without a son, the
masculine status of a man is damaged and would be even worse if he is not able to
have a child. As a result, son-less, and especially childless men become subject to
ridicule among friends, relatives and family members, as seen in the example given
by Khoa. This finding is in agreement with a study of son preference conducted in a
rural village in the north of Vietnam by Bélanger (2002:328), who claims:
Peer pressure was mentioned by most men as an important reason for wishing
to have a son... Men reported being teased and laughed at for their failure to
have a son. Such men do not hold the same position as kin who have a male
heir and who, therefore, contribute to the strength, political power, and
continuity of their lineage.

Early studies revealed that many modern Vietnamese men still value the virginity of
their prospective wives and therefore they do not want to marry a non-virgin woman.
Consequently, single women tend not to disclose their early sexual experience or
have their hymen reconstructed before repartnering as a way to retain their social
status (see Gammeltoft, 2002b; Khuat et al., 2009f; La, 2005; Quach, 2008). If
repartnering is a difficulty that single non-virgin women face, this could be much
more difficult for divorced and childless women who wish to start married life again,
and the men in this study confirmed this point. When discussing the solutions for
childlessness, repartnering was commonly mentioned by these men (both childless
men and men who were fathers) as a solution to gain culturally defined status as
fathers. Finding a partner for a divorced man, even in his 40s, is ‘still very easy’ (in
Khoa’s words). Nevertheless, for a woman whose sexual experience is shaped by her
non-virginity, marriage and childlessness, the chance for her to find a partner could
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be very limited. Recent studies (e.g., Bélanger, 2002; Haughton & Haughton, 1995;
Le, 2005) show that infertile women are suffering from various forms of stigma and
discrimination from their family members and community members. This is to say
the value of having children thrusts childless women into disadvantaged and even
vulnerable positions to deal with social and psychological pressure, which comes
from their husbands, in-laws, peer friends, colleagues and community.

The analysis of childlessness experienced by the four men in this study demonstrates
how patriarchy is continuously influencing the lives of modern Vietnamese men and
women. In this case, it is manifested in the form of sexism (or a double standard),
following which women, particularly those who are childless, are greatly unequally
treated compared with their male counterparts. As mentioned earlier, being a father
for men who had children was something they took for granted; hence, the
experiences of childless men are at best a reflection through which we not only see
how men struggle to achieve the social value of having children, but also see the
continuity of patriarchal values dominating inequalities between men and women in
Vietnam today.
*
*

*

Over the last two chapters (5 and 6), the main discussion has been about the
interaction between men and women in the family setting. In the next chapter, I will
talk about men’s important experience that goes beyond the family boundary—
extramarital sex.

165

Chapter 7 Infidelity
On 26th of August 2009, an online article posted on VNExpress—the most read
electronic daily newspaper in Vietnam—generated a debate on the topic of adultery.
Hoang An, who posted an article titled: ‘Tôi là người thứ ba hạnh phúc’ (I am the thirdparty happy woman), revealed her secret life with a married man, Huy, who was a
director of a private company and who later became her husband after ending his
marriage with his then wife. Hoang An, a young single woman, was recruited to work
for Huy’s company. During her time working there, Huy fell in love with Hoang An,
who was convinced that his love for his wife was no longer strong. Gradually, Hoang
An accepted Huy’s love and asked him to divorce his wife in order to become his lover,
After three years, Huy decided to leave his wife and two children to marry Hoang An.
At this time, Huy’s business was not running well, causing the bankruptcy of his
company. As his new wife, Hoang An not only helped him overcome the financial
difficulty, but she also supported his two children:
After five years of our marriage, my husband is now a successful businessman
supported by a strong home front—that is me. We now have a house, a car and a
beautiful angel. Every weekend, my husband takes his children to join us as a
whole family… and finally, I became a happy woman no matter what others
think about me. Some people advised me that if my husband who could dump
his wife to marry me, he can do the same thing with me, but I completely
disagree with that. This is because I always try to be a perfect woman, not only
in my family but also in society by constantly looking after myself in all matters:
beauty and social knowledge. I also try to be the best friend of my husband so he
can share everything with me. After all of what I have done for him, I believe,
he does not only respect me, but also acknowledges me as the most beautiful
woman of his life (Hoang An, 2009).

This story attracted thousands of comments from a wide range of Vietnamese readers
for over two months. Although there were a few readers who supported Hoang An,
most accused her of being a heartless woman who stole another woman’s husband.
Criticism was also aimed at Huy, who was seen as an immoral husband and father,
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while sympathy was commonly offered to his ex-wife. Why did this story engender
such a public debate on the issue of fidelity? Obviously, it is possible to say that this
relationship between a single woman and a married man which resulted in a happy
marriage invoked the traditional value of faithfulness, which defines the conduct of a
good woman (e.g. see Schafer, 2010). Hoang An also challenged the dominant
discourse as seen in many advice columns in the media (e.g. Thanh Tâm, 2009), which
often call for public condemnation of such a woman, who ‘destroys’ another family’s
happiness. This story suggests a shift in values on gender and sexuality among young
educated women and men in contemporary Vietnam.
A majority of the men interviewed in this study reported having had extramarital sex. In
this chapter, I will first present stories of the love affairs experienced by these men in
order to understand the motivation and circumstances that drove them to have
extramarital sex. I will then discuss their negotiation of their moral codes and values as
these men managed their double lives. Finally, I will explore the rationales for men to
commit to or stay away from sexual relationships outside marriage. Before proceeding
to the men’s accounts, it is necessary to clarify some key terminology that I use in this
section. First, I borrow a definition from Jankowiak (2002) to define infidelity as
‘sexual intercourse without a spouse’s permission’. Admittedly there are many kinds of
infidelity and various definitions of its forms depending on different disciplines and
perspectives (Pittman, 1989), but the main form of infidelity in this study is among
married men. Second, there are a number of terms that I use interchangeably, including:
(in)fidelity and (un)faithfulness; affairs, adultery; sex outside marriage and extramarital
sex. I also refer to the women who had affairs with these men as their lovers or sexual
partners. It is important to note that monogamy only became the official form of
marriage in Vietnam in 1959, when the Marriage and Family Law was passed. This law
also abolished arranged marriages and declared polygamy illegal (Wisensale, 1999).
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Behind the scenes
One Sunday morning, Nam, a government worker, took his son to gather with friends at
a café, where he accidentally bumped into a young single businesswoman, whose name
is Le Quyen, at the entrance of the hotel toilet. Nam apologised to her and returned to
his table while the woman settled in with her group of friends in a nearby corner. A
moment later, Le Quyen came over to Nam and asked if she could join him so she could
play with his son and chat with his friends, and of course she was welcomed. Before
leaving the café, Nam and Le Quyen exchanged phone numbers. That night he received
a message from her saying: ‘It seemed I was living in a family’. ‘What the hell is she
talking about?’, he asked himself and replied ‘What do you mean?’ From that point on,
their messages continued. Nam met Le Quyen again a few times and they treated each
other as friends. One evening, few months later, while Nam was upset with his wife for
some reason, he received a text message from Le Quyen asking if he could bring his son
to join her for a drink. Whenever Nam and his wife had a quarrel, he often left the house
and this time he took advantage of this situation to take his son and go out. Nam
continued:
When we met each other, I asked her to visit a group of my friends who were
from a province, visiting Hanoi. After spending time eating and drinking with
them, they asked us to go to their hotel and one of them asked me to take a room
and stay overnight there. He was about to call my wife to inform her that I was
with him, but I said it was unnecessary as I already got the ‘visa’ from her
[laugh]. I then thanked Le Quyen for spending time with us and asked if I could
call a taxi to take her home, but she insisted to stay with me that night to ‘take
care’ of my baby. Later, when we went to bed, she was lying on one side of the
bed; I was on the other side while my son was put in between us. A moment
later, I realised that she was still awake as she kept wriggling, so we came to
each other and that was how sex came along.

This love affair is just one of the extramarital relationships that Nam had over time, and
at the time of this interview he was dating another single woman. Nam also visited
brothels sometimes with his colleagues and business partners.
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Phu, an IT manager, frequently used online chatrooms at work to look for a dating
opportunity. One affair he talked about was with Linh Nga, a young Vietnamese student
who was studying overseas at that time. After exchanging messages via the internet,
their friendship evolved into a romantic love affair. To meet each other, Linh Nga
decided to fly to Hanoi while Phu lied to his wife in order to go for a one-week business
trip. Phu and Linh Nga then spent an intimate time together by the beach in a coastal
town near Hanoi. Phu described his lover: ‘She is a tall and leggy, light skinned and
beautiful woman. I enjoyed having sex with her so much as her desire was as strong as
mine, which perfectly met my immediate needs’. That first time, Phu disclosed his
marital status to Linh Nga, who still accepted him as her lover. Linh Nga took two more
trips to be with Phu before their relationship came to an end. At the time of this
interview, Phu said that he did not have any extramarital lover and he was not interested
in visiting prostitutes.
Khoa, a businessman, confessed that, during the time he worked as a lecturer for a
college, he had many opportunities to date his female students who showed an interest
in him:
K: Those girls loved me but I didn’t, although I might have liked them a little
bit.
Q: Any strategies did you use to get them involved in sex?
K: Well, calling them ‘strategies’ sounds a bit heavy as it didn’t take much of
my time and effort to do so. Among students who loved me, I picked those
whose appearance caught my eyes [trông vừa mắt]. Creating a date was a piece
of cake, for example, I offered them a picnic or asked if they wanted to join a
birthday party with me or the like. Once things were arranged, we went ahead
and ended with sex in a hostel.

Khoa noted that, because his wife respected his own time for self-study and sports, she
never questioned how he actually used his private time, particularly when he was with
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his lovers. Besides having sex with students, Khoa also experienced a romantic love
affair with a colleague but has never had sex with a prostitute.
Cong, an automobile salesman, said he had no desire for a romantic love affair; instead,
he regularly visited sex workers:
Only people with money and power are able to afford to buy a car, and most of
my clients buy ones to polish their image or to gain face (sĩ diện) with friends
and business partners. Part of my job is to please them so they will buy cars
from my dealer. I often start with a drink, dinner and end with collective fun
(chơi), such as going to a massage parlour followed by a bar or nightclub. In the
West, going to bars is a normal social activity and once people are there, they
may order a cocktail, a beer or a single shot of alcohol, but it is not like that
here. In Hanoi, we have to order a whole bottle of alcohol at a bar as a way to
show off wealth and how stylish we are. What happens after that is up to the
individual and I bet you know what I am talking about—there are girls and all
kinds of sex services in such venues.

These four examples were selected from the experiences of 13 men (out of 20
interviewees) who disclosed having had extramarital sexual experiences. The affairs
varied in the form and nature of the relationships, levels of commitment and numbers of
partners over time. The first two examples reveal that modernisation taking place in
Vietnam has offered young men and women better means of communication,
influencing their intimate lives. The introduction of mobile phones and particularly
cyberspace, with the anonymity of its users, have shaped the ways people interact and
disclose their personal interests, including sexual desires and arrangements for sexual
affairs.
As noted earlier, single women who commit adultery with a married man are generally
condemned by society because sexual expression among single women goes against
‘the patterns of behaviour they have been brought up with, refusing to see themselves as
sexually sentient beings, acting “as if” they do not act sexually, being sexually active
while pretending not to be’ (Gammeltoft, 2002c:493). The involvement of three single
women in love affairs with married men, particularly in the case of Le Quyen who
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initiated sex with Nam, suggests some change in sexual norms among young modern
women.
Next, it is important to note that the erosion of the traditional role of a teacher in
relationship to his students, as shown in the case of Khoa, enabled him to initiate sexual
activities with his students. Traditionally, a teacher, most often a man, is regarded as a
most honourable person who is also considered to be a moral, responsible and
intellectual person and who has a great influence on his students (see Nguyen &
Mcinnis, 2002). Nevertheless, the example of Khoa confirms that he took advantage of
his traditional power as a teacher and broke the moral codes to engage in adultery with
female students.
Third, the urbanisation taking place in Hanoi creates private spaces and venues that
allow men and women to explore and employ different forms of sexual affairs without
being identified and criticised. This is in line with the observation that Ho (2006:01)
made in his famous novel, in which he describes how urbanisation facilitates Hanoi
inhabitants in searching for sex:
Having sex is so easy now. Arranging a time and venue is so simple because
hotels and motels spring up like mushrooms. Renting conditions are so simple…
if you are teenagers and you don’t have a driving licence, a student ID works
well; if you are adults, a motorbike’s registration is fine. At a sensitive and
recognisable area, remember not to face your motorbike’s number towards the
streets or just tip a doorman who would cover your bike with an invisible nylon
sheet for you. It’s completely safe, comfortable and fair. After two hours or half
a day, when checking out, you may look satiated with ragged clothes while
others may be fresh and recharged—that is really up to your sexual desire,
capacity and even wishes.

This finding also supports previous research which links the economic and social
change post–Doi Moi and a trend towards more open sexual practice and attitudes
among young Vietnamese men and women (Belanger & Khuat, 1998; Gammeltoft,
2002a; Ghuman et al., 2006; Khuat, 1998; Khuat, Le et al., 2009e; McNally, 2003;
Nguyen, 2007).
171

What do men look for in an affair?
As mentioned earlier, Khoa, Nam, Phu and Cong had extramarital sex with different
types of partners. Experience from the rest of the 9 men who revealed their adultery
follows a similar pattern. Some of them had sex with co-workers; others had sex with
business partners, local students or prostitutes. Some pursued one form of sexual
relationship, but others had multiple sorts of partners. In this section, I will discuss the
circumstances and the reasons these 13 men gave that led them into extramarital sexual
relationships and the related meanings they attached to their experiences. I will also
discuss very briefly 7 other men and their reasons for not committing adultery.
Throughout the section, I will particularly pay attention to the men’s comments about
women’s role in the family and society, through which they reflect the current gender
order and how gender is practised in the context of daily lives post–Doi Moi in
Vietnam.
First, some men engaged in an affair in order to look for romantic love and a source of
fun. Though an affair with a married woman occurred in two cases, most of these men’s
lovers were single women. These kinds of relationship were not associated with money
directly as these women were not prostitutes, but some forms of exploitation of women
are observable. To begin, it is worth recalling the story of Khoa, a former university
lecturer who had sex with students. His workplace offered him many opportunities to
interact with young women and his professional standing gave him an advantage which
he used to the full. He said:
Because there were many girls in my college… it was very easy to have sex with
them as they liked me a lot [and] my relationships with these women originated
from [their] sentiment without conditions. They did not affect their study’s
results as I was very clear and I did not mix things together.

172

This is a classical example of patriarchy operating for the benefit of men; in this case, it
is Khoa’s social status as a lecturer, whose career was culturally respected. It is his
authority over his students (although he tried to balance this with his belief that his
affairs were not compromising students’ study results) and his taking advantage of his
intelligence, sense of humour and youth (compared with his other male colleagues).
These advantages were the weapons Khoa applied in a way that would sound to him as
a natural attraction for his female students. Furthermore, the lack of a code of ethics
within this working environment in Vietnam, which results in a lack of protection for
students from sexual misconduct with their teachers, contributes to the sexual
exploitation of women.
Tat talked about how an ‘unexpected’ circumstance influenced his affair:
I met a young woman, a business partner of my company, on a trip to a northern
province. I was overly drunk after having dinner with her colleagues, so I asked
if she could take me to our hotel. Instead of going to my room, I followed her to
her room where she helped me to go to bed. In the middle of that night, I
realised that she was taking her clothes off and that was how sex came along in a
natural fashion and in an unstoppable situation.

Although an ‘unstoppable situation’, it appears that Tat used drunkenness to excuse his
infidelity in following this woman to her room and allowing a sexual act to occur. In
both cases, professional moral codes had been bent for sexual purposes, although in
different ways.
A romantic love affair could also occur as a result of the erosion of love and care
between a husband and wife. Tiep noted that:
I knew her [Tiep’s lover] when I worked for a 5-star hotel’s director on an island
in a central province. She is much more beautiful than my wife and importantly,
we found each other congenial souls. We often dated in a private corner in a café
or a cinema theatre, where she always cried and complained about her husband
and how unhappy her married life went.
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Nam confessed his habit of ‘running after women’ (thói trăng hoa) to his girlfriend, who
grudgingly accepted this when he proposed to her. I asked why, if he did not love his
wife, he still wanted to keep her. He said:
Everyone needs a family and when my family is harmonious, everything will
flow smoothly. When I married my wife, I should keep her, right? It’s like when
you are given a present; although you don’t like it, you still keep it for many
reasons. Do you dare to throw it away? No, I don’t think so; you still take good
care of it no matter what.

In Nam's account, his wife was dehumanised, likened to an object. Regardless of his
appreciation of the object, this way of talking about his wife shows little respect for his
life-partner. However, as noted in earlier chapters, having a family is a culturally
hegemonic value defining a mature adult man; therefore, keeping his wife—the
‘present’—is something obligatory in order to fit with social expectations.
Phu revealed the reason he went with Linh Nga, the overseas student:
There was a time my wife did not care about my emotion, sentiment and sexual
demand as she was too much focusing on children. I understand that looking
after my baby, doing housework while she was working made her exhausted; but
it also made me feel that I was abandoned with emotional deprivation. My desire
here was not just about sex, but it was also a need for being cared for by a
woman.

Phu told me that he left all the domestic chores to his wife, who performed multiple
tasks simultaneously: earning income, doing housework, taking care of children and
being his caregiver, emotional supporter and sex partner when needed. When these tasks
occupied her time and energy, Phu felt abandoned with ‘emotional deprivation’—the
reasons he claimed led him to commit adultery. On the one hand, this shows an extreme
inequality in division of labour between spouses in the family, where some modern
Vietnamese women are endlessly burdened by the unequal gender order; on the other

174

hand, it appears that Phu ultimately put his needs ahead of his wife’s, which is further
evidence of traditional conservative views and practices in married life.
Second, another reason some men gave for getting involved in extramarital sex was to
satisfy their sexual desire. The type of relationship that most of these men were
involved sex was with prostitutes. Thanh, an army officer, boasted that he had just
returned from a ‘mission’ to a red-light area, where he paid for sex with three sex
workers. His motivation was:
It is impossible to ask my wife to have more positions than the missionary one,
but with prostitutes, I can ask them to do whatever I want because I pay for it.
For example, I asked them to change as many positions as possible; I even tip
extra money to have anal sex which I don’t dare to ask my wife and I also don’t
want her to do it with me.

Thanh treated his sexual partners differently, following which certain sexual activities
would be applied to certain kinds of sex partners. I then asked him if there was anything
he was concerned about when asking his wife for having sex in the way he wanted.
Thanh said: ‘With a sex worker, I often lay back and let her do the show. But with my
wife, I don’t want her to take the lead; she must follow my instruction. So if she
performs as professional as a prostitute, she makes me frustrated and I just don’t like it’.
Obviously, taking the lead and giving instruction in husband–wife sexual activity were
important to Thanh as a way he controlled his wife’s sexuality and strengthened his
masculinity (defined by his sexual prowess), without which he would be frustrated and
she would be regarded as a prostitute. Recent studies on women’s sexuality in Vietnam
reveal that while most sexual activities are initiated by men, women who express sexual
desires or feelings are considered bad or immoral women (see Khuat et al., 2009d;
Phan, 2008; Vu, 2008). Thanh’s example also suggests a sexual double standard in
some men’s sexual practice: with sex workers, he enjoyed being passive, while that was
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replaced by his authority when dealing with his wife’s sexuality. Overall, Thanh’s direct
control of his wife’s sexuality, his benefit from the dominant discourse of women’s
sexuality and his exploitation of sex workers help reinforce the patriarchal system.
Unlike Thanh, who wanted some extra happiness in sex beyond home, Linh, a broker,
had no problem in sex with his wife. He considered himself a ‘horny man’ who had a
‘sleeping around’ character so that ‘although my wife satisfied my sexual desire quite
well, I still went out with many women’. At the time of this study, Linh often paid to
have sex with prostitutes, but he planned to look for ‘cleaner’ sex partners: ‘Once I have
a baby, I will couple with as many married women as I want (cặp bồ lung tung). These
kinds of relationship are not for money, but for sexual purposes only. So that I wouldn’t
have to pay for sex from brothels while I enjoy safe sex with ‘organic’ [clean and
healthy] lovers’. In a similar way of thinking, Hieu, another broker, revealed that he had
a very satisfying sexual life with both his wife and other women. To him, sex with his
wife did not make any difference, because: ‘I treat my wife as equal as other sex
partners’. To some men, sex with prostitutes was not seen as immoral or guilty
behaviour that made them concerned; instead, paying for sex was considered something
they should do whenever their financial, time budget and circumstances allowed. Phuoc,
who visited brothels a few times while he was working in China, said: ‘Without
financial shortage, I would visit sex workers more often’. Thanh asserted that: ‘I would
definitely pay for sex while I travel to provinces. Why not! Sex must be an important
bullet point on my agenda’.
A third reason some men gave for engaging in extramarital sex was pressure from other
men. Buying sex can be a part of doing business, part of socialisation, or an influence of
peer pressure. These men expressed their unwillingness and dislike of being involved in
such activities. In the following description, Nam described a typical sexual venue and
activities that took place in Hanoi:
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To treat my business guests or I am treated as their partner, I have to participate
in this activity. It is like a game, you know? I can’t go there on my own; instead,
I accompany a group of men. After some shots of alcohol or beer, we feel a need
of visiting a karaoke parlour and fuck around (chơi bời). Once we’re at the
venue, there would be girls (from the bar) come to say hello and each of them
are supposed to be invited to sit next to each of us. I can’t say no to it as it would
be a pity (vô duyên) if I don’t follow the rule there. I will then choose one girl
who’s looked ‘clean’, pleasing my eyes (sạch nước cản). After ‘confiding’ in her
for a while [which includes talking, kissing and touching], if I like her, we then
go forward to have sex in a hotel room nearby.

Tiep told of a slightly different type of sexual activity in Saigon when he worked there:
T: I was quite into sex with prostitutes and became a real debauched playboy
when working in Saigon. Very often we had a sex show and even a ‘cork’ show
[a woman using her vagina to pop a cork] performed by girls who worked in a
karaoke bar. We gathered tables to create a kind of dancing floor. These women
then sang and danced and stripped off their clothes.
Q: Did you have sex with them then?
T: No, we had sex at another venue. After the show, we often went to a body
massage parlour where I fucked a massage waitress.
Q: Did you enjoy these kinds of sexual activities?
T: Not really, each visit to Saigon, I went out once or twice while some other coworkers went more often. That was because I was afraid of getting sexual
diseases and another reason was money. It was so expensive to spend such a
night out like that. Normally I didn’t have to pay as it was covered by my
clients, but I didn’t like that way of money spending. You know, I am a country
boy while most of my colleagues are from cities. They spent 15 to 20 million
(about US $1,200) a night for four to five guys. I found it ridiculous and
unnecessary. After paying the bills for drinks and karaoke, they often tipped
these women 500,000 dong per woman and I hate that.

As we learned previously, as an automobile salesman Cong had to take his potential
customers to sexual venues because it was part of his job, and he always reconfirmed
the importance of his marriage and distinguished the quality of sex he had with his wife.
Cong said: ‘I pay to have sex with prostitutes and there is nothing else to do with them
after that’. Luat, another businessman, supported this: ‘Men need to socialise more than
women, and sex comes as a part of their businesses’. Similarly, Tiep expressed: ‘I
consider sex with my wife is making love, while with a prostitute, I just go straight to an
intercourse and after a few minutes it’s done and I pay her money. That’s it! And it’s
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not lovemaking’. Nam reasoned: ‘As I don’t have emotional attachment with someone
who sells sex, so my sex with her is just to release my body tension. I meant I may fuck
her as quickly as I can provide that my sperm is able to get out’. It is not surprising to
learn that sex is a commodity and sex-worker services are a mode of business exchange
among men (e.g. Mooney-Somers & Ussher, 2008). As discussed in chapter 5, many
men in this study defined their role in the family as being the breadwinner, and
therefore, in the eyes of these men, buying sex was not seen as a form of adultery;
instead, it is viewed as part of their business, which ultimately fulfilled their role as
head of the family.

Among 7 other men not mentioned so far, Bao and Duc refused to address this issue
when asked, Manh had thought about having an affair whenever an opportunity
emerged but had not yet done so, Xuan conceded that his sexual capability was so low
that he could not dare to think about extramarital sex, while Quoc, as a newly married
man, said he had not thought about the idea of adultery. Only two men, Vu and Dinh,
ruled out engaging in extramarital sex on moral grounds or in respect to their wives.
Both reported that they never got involved in any form of sexual activity with any
women other than their wives because both of them believed that as good husbands,
they should not cheat on their wives (see more about Vu’s and Dinh’s attitudes in the
coming section on sexual entitlement). A study by Nguyen and Harris (2009)
concluded:
The reasons for engaging in extramarital relationships include pursuing
adventure, fulfilling sexual needs, sustaining jobs and social groups, proving
one’s masculinity… and escaping marital problems. Even when men are
satisfied with their marriages, many of them still pursue extramarital
relationships.
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On the one hand, this study confirms the findings from the study by Nguyen and Harris
(2009); on the other hand, it also provides further details of men’s attitudes, perceptions
and meanings attached to sex outside marriage. The study shows the complexity of
sexual affairs in terms of the forms, circumstances and motivation (of both men and
women who commit adultery), which suggests it has different meanings for different
men; in other words, they are not uniform. Some modern Vietnamese men still took
male privilege for granted to control their female partners’ sexuality, while some others
adapted new values in sexual behaviours. This shows some levels of change in sexual
practice among today’s men in modernising Vietnam.
In the next discussion, I address how men managed their sexual affairs. What did they
do to cover up their secret lives? What negotiations did men take in relation to their
sexual affairs? How did these considerations affect their relationships with their wives
and lovers? How did they manage adultery?

Managing sexual affairs
In the following discussion, I first present the three cases of Nam, Thanh and Phu,
whose extramarital relationships were revealed to their wives accidentally, with a focus
on the internal negotiations between husbands and wives when dealing with a set of
values relating to moral codes, the meanings of marriage and possible consequences.
The discussion will be pertinent to other men, to help understand what influenced their
decisions to be involved in or stay away from an affair or whether their adultery
affected their relationships with lovers and wives.
The love affair between Nam and Le Quyen lasted for two years before it was revealed
to his wife. One day after phoning his wife, Nam left his phone in the side pocket of Le
Quyen’s car without paying attention. While he was looking outside the window, Le
Quyen secretly redialled the number to call his wife, so the conversation was overheard
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by his wife. Le Quyen then started talking about their relationship and urged Nam to
come to a decision to break up his marriage to marry her. That night when Nam reached
home, his wife asked him for clarification and he lied to her that a couple had borrowed
his phone and mistakenly called Nam’s wife while they were quarrelling in the car. This
incident pushed Nam to break off his relationship with Le Quyen, although it took him a
long time to make it happen. I asked what drove him to the decision:
Because this woman wanted to put a step into my family to be my concubine
and for that she would do everything to break the bond that I had with my wife
no matter how many times I warned her to respect my married life—that was the
main reason I had to dump her. It would be a real problem for me to maintain
the relationship with her because it would trouble my career, damage my
parents’ reputation and it is illegal [to have a second wife].

As noted earlier, Nam did not love his wife, but still wanted to keep her. This is because
he directly benefited from his marriage. First, it pleased his parents, whose social status
was defined and strengthened by his marriage, particularly since Nam’s wife gave birth
to a son. Second, marriage is a passport to being recognised as a mature adult man.
Third, Nam was freed from domestic affairs as his elderly parents and his child were
well looked after by his wife; as a result, he had time to dedicate to work and leisure.
Involvement in a love affair gave Nam what he was missing from his marriage:
romantic love and sexual satisfaction. Nam was happy as long as this way of living
operated smoothly. However, once the extramarital relationship was revealed, it would
result in damage to Nam’s career development, his prestige and social standing, his
parents’ reputation and his relationship with his wife. These were the factors
contributing to what he regarded as a model of a successful and masculine man.
Therefore, ending the affair with Le Quyen would protect Nam from such a loss.
Another strategy to protect him from trouble was that he always dated single women.
He was convinced that a relationship with a married woman would involve third parties:
her children and husband and his family members, so that once that relationship was
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revealed, it would make the case more complicated and possibly would cause ill effects,
not only for him but also for his lover and her family.
Thanh, an army officer, experienced an affair with a young woman who was a waitress
at a restaurant he ate at during a long field trip. They had sexual contact soon after
meeting. Thanh exchanged phone numbers with the woman before he returned home
from the trip, and because of this his wife was able to learn of his affair. One day, his
lover texted to inform him about her upcoming visit to Hanoi. Thanh’s wife intercepted
the message and replied, setting up a time for them to meet the next day. When the
woman arrived in Hanoi, she rang Thanh while his wife was with him. Thanh pretended
to be talking to a colleague. After the call, his wife asked for his phone and she checked
the number. She told Thanh about the texts and asked him to explain his actions.
I lied to my wife that she came from a very poor family, which moved me and
wanted to help her find a job. My wife challenged me. saying ‘if you are so kind,
you offered to help her without asking for anything in return?’ She then asked
how many times I had sex with her; I said 2–3 times [ironic laugh].

I wondered why Thanh had to minimise the number of times with his lover, while in
fact he told me that they had sex several times. Thanh replied:
No man would have an affair without sex; however, if I sleep with someone ten
times, I reduce it to one or two because a smaller number sounds more
reasonable. My wife would not be convinced I am telling the truth if I say I
never sleep with them, right? Because of this, I downplayed the seriousness of
the situation.

The made-up story of Thanh’s lover aimed to build a reluctant acceptance in his wife
that, although the extramarital sex had occurred, it had a positive side—his kindness in
helping the woman—allowing sex to come along as a way to return her debt to him.
Hence, Thanh believed this circumstantial sex should be tolerable to his wife. He was
also convinced that the reduced number sex events in his sexual activity would
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minimise the serious nature of the issue. He thought that these two reasons would mean
he would be forgiven by his wife and secure his marriage. In fact, it took Thanh a few
months to gain his wife’s forgiveness, but only with his promise not to commit adultery
again. Why did Thanh make a great effort to maintain his marriage, while in reality he
did not love his wife? It is important to recall from the previous chapter that Thanh
married his wife because she brought him financial advantage and a good job
opportunity. Since the birth of his two sons, the family became an asset, enhancing his
social and masculine values. Hence, the concession given by Thanh’s wife, as
forgiveness, created an opportunity for him to sustain his marriage and subsequently
save his social standing.

The romantic love affair between Phu and Linh Nga was discovered by his wife, who
accidentally read emails that he and his lover had been exchanging. She then told the
shocking news to his parents to shame him. In a cross-cultural study conducted with
both men and women from 186 societies worldwide, Jankowiak et al. (2002:88) call this
kind of reaction ‘a means of gaining allies and moral support… to influence and correct
[her] husbands’ wayward behaviour’. Phu’s wife’s reaction did not correct her husband;
instead, it made him upset and angry. Instead of confessing the truth, Phu decided to
forfeit his relationship with his wife and children in order to follow his lover. He said:
‘You know I couldn’t give a damn, so the more pressure they put on me, the more I
wanted to run away’. Unfortunately, Linh Nga had already left the country at that point,
so the circumstances did not support his plan and made him ambivalent about whether
he should stay or leave his family:
When I was about to leave, my wife told me an important thing that made me
seriously reconsider my decision. She said, ‘Staying or leaving is up to you. In
case you decide to leave, my children and I will stay here and wait for you with
a hope that one day you will be back, no matter it takes five to ten years’. This
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really pushed me to stop the relationship with my lover. The more I thought
about her request, the more I realised that I didn’t want to lose my family, wife
and children… Luckily, I had chosen the right woman, because unlike other
women who would push their husbands far away causing the family’s break, my
wife responded in a wise and patient manner.

In these three cases, both the wives and husbands made mutual concessions to avoid the
break-up of their marriages. From the women’s perspective, it is significant to note that
Nam’s wife was well aware of her husband’s character in running after women. She
even requested of him before they married that he should never tell her the truth about
his affair(s) ‘even that is true’; therefore, she tried to turn a blind eye when Nam
clumsily explained his affair with Le Quyen. In Thanh’s case, his wife forgave him
when she found out his affair with the waitress. She was also aware that her husband
sometimes paid for sex with prostitute, but according to Thanh: ‘as long as she doesn’t
see it, she tries to convince herself that sex wouldn’t exist’. Phu’s wife de-escalated the
tension by showing her faithfulness when her husband tried to leave her.
Why did these women respond in that way? It is important to understand the traditional
values that shape the way Vietnamese husbands and wives conduct themselves in the
family. Traditionally, a saying goes: ‘A married woman serves her husband like a ship
follows its rudder’ (thuyền theo lái, gái theo chồng). Her obligation is to bring care,
labour, harmony and solidarity into her family life (Pham, 2010) and she is not allowed
to be involved in community activities, which is defined as men’s business (Dang,
2010). According to the Gia Huan Ca (the Family Training Ode) by Nguyen Trai, the
Vietnamese Confucian scholar of the15th century, ‘If a woman was unlucky enough to
be married off to a man with a passion for wine, women, or gambling, the important
thing was to conceal the husband’s weaknesses from outsiders and hence preserve the
man’s family honour’ (Marr, 1976:374). Moreover, according to the criminal code of
Le’s dynasty (1428–1788): ‘A wife was not permitted to protest or report her husband
to the authorities even if her husband made a mistake or committed a crime… if a wife
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reported her husband’s misdeeds to authorities, she was guilty of committing one of the
ten abominations, namely discord’ (Insun, 2010:47). In relation to the experiences of
Nam, Thanh and Phu, the effort of both husbands and wives in saving the families from
break-up helped not only maintain the men’s social standing and family reputation as
good men, but it was also a way to protect these women’s traditional dignity, to be seen
as women of good conduct. The negotiation between husbands and wives demonstrates
how social hierarchy and patriarchy still influences modern men and women in
gendered ways.
In the next two cases, Khoa and Tiep decided not to be involved in a romantic love
affair, as a result of their foreseeable consequences. Khoa fell in love with a ‘beautiful’
and ‘knowledgeable’ married woman whom he met on a business trip about a year
before. The couple soon realised that a relationship between a married man and woman
would not be acceptable because ‘things would be different if we were still single, but
we were not! So we had to use reason to break it’. Interestingly, instead of hiding the
secret, Khoa decided to reveal it to his wife: ‘I told my wife that I had a problematic
issue with that woman and she got the message. Living in the information age, I knew I
couldn’t hide it, so eventually my wife would find it out. I would not expect someone
else rather than me to inform her about my affair’.
It is notable that earlier at his previous job Khoa had sex with his students, but he never
let his wife know about this kind of sexual activity. He explained:
A college is a moving environment where huge numbers of students come [from
everywhere] and leave every year. Those students who came to my life, when
they left, they never troubled me, such as leaving a rumour about me. As a
result, new students, who loved me, never heard anything negative about me
passed on by previous partners.
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At the time of interview, Khoa was a manager of a military-owned telecommunication
group where ‘people appreciate discipline and they will judge staff seriously based on
morality’. For that reason, Khoa said: ‘it would be extremely troubling if I committed
adultery with someone from a partner company’. This reveals that the decision to
disclose his affair to his wife had not resulted from his consideration of moral codes or
unfaithfulness to his wife; instead, it was more a concern about potential loss of his
position and reputation; nevertheless, it also made him struggle with his sexually active
life. He said:
There are many beautiful staff working under my supervision and I know some
like me; but I just can’t and they are also afraid of me [as their boss] and the
company discipline. In other words, my job now is killing my sexual desire.
That is why I haven’t had sex outside marriage for a rather long while. Deep
down in my consciousness, I know I shouldn’t do it.

It is interesting to see how Khoa faced a trade-off between accepting the code of ethics
of his current job to be a good boss and indulging in sex with his colleagues. Notably,
earlier Khoa made use of his privilege as a teacher and his safe working environment of
college to gain sex outside marriage with students. Once he started his new position as a
manager, he took advantage of his business to engage in a romantic affair with a female
colleague, but then stopped. His sexual adventures would not continue if their
revelation would risk his position—a powerful management job with authority, good
income and social prestige—the values that he had been pursuing for years.
Tiep, who was in an affair with a married woman when he was working on an island in
the south, decided to end his relationship with his lover; however, his motivation was
based on different considerations:
T: Because we knew each other for a short time and she was a married woman
that made me concerned, and because of that I decided to stop that relationship.
When she asked to stay with me overnight that day, I refused her. I told her
‘Sorry I just can’t, although I really want to’.
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Q: What stopped you from letting that relationship grow?
T: First, I really love my wife and my son. Second, having an affair would
damage my honour—the most important thing for me and my family—my
parents would never tolerate it. Third, the hotel is also my workplace. What if
her husband would come to look for her? He would kill me! That’s why I asked
her to leave me to catch the final chairlift [the only transport to commute from
the island] to go back to her home in the city.

Compared with Khoa’s experience, the greatest difference in Tiep’s decision was not
just its timing, which was decided before sexual intimacy could occur, but more
importantly, it was his acknowledgement of love and responsibility to his wife and son,
respect and obligation to protect the standing of his parents and extended family’s
reputation, professional position and attitude (judgement of the moral codes associated
with professional advantage). These are factors establishing his ‘honour'—the most
important thing for him.
Learning from that experience, Tiep was able to say no to two more women when he
worked in Saigon:
I had my own room in the Saigon office. My colleagues often took prostitutes to
their rooms, but I didn’t. I found it would be dangerous and might damage my
honour, so I stopped myself from going too far in such a relationship. Later, I
think my decision was right. They [potential lovers] admired me. If I had sex
with them, that would create more complicated things. They might miss me, text
me, email me, call me, which would trouble me immediately. Once they knew I
value my family, they never sent me a message.

Khoa and Tiep reflected the negotiation and compromise of values that could affect not
only men’s reputation and social standing, but also their immediate and extended
family—an important component of their masculinity.
I also asked these men about their concerns and feelings when they were in an actual
affair or when they thought about having one. The men expressed their concerns in
various ways depending on their attitudes towards their wives and family, awareness of
consequences or their personal health status. Specifically, sex outside marriage was
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something Thanh, Hoang and Hieu felt entitled to. For example, Thanh showed his
attitude: ‘sexual affair is never an issue for me and it has nothing to do with morality
here. Hoang said: ‘well, there were moments I found a little bit uncomfortable when I
was at home, but I’ve tried not to mess up two separate things together. It’s like I am
working on two projects at the same time’. Hieu reasoned: ‘I could cheat on my wife,
but she is not allowed to do so and I know she couldn’t. Anyway, I never let her know
that I sleep around to maintain my good image in her eyes’.
While adultery was not viewed as a serious matter for these three men, it was a concern
of many other men who cared about the moral aspects of adultery and the possible
consequences of involvement in extramarital sex. For example, the feeling of being a
betrayer constantly challenged Manh, who was not able to initiate sex with a prostitute,
because ‘it was like a visible barrier in front of me when thinking about my family’. In a
different way, Tat said: ‘when I penetrated my lover, I felt strange like when I see my
brand new motorbike scratched in an accident, kind of being nervous and guilty, you
know!’ Thinking about the Buddhist law of cause and effect or ‘niyamas’ (luật nhân
quả), Linh, a childless man, wondered: ‘I am asking myself many times whether
because I have a sleeping around character God hasn’t given me a child yet’. Similarly,
Tiep noted: ‘I felt like I had been watched by my ancestors. I then questioned myself,
what if my relationship with that woman would be revealed? What if I have a child with
her?’ Phuoc’s anxiety resulted from unsafe sex, a different kind of nervousness, with a
hairdresser: ‘because I trusted her, as her regular client, we had sex without wearing a
condom. The next day when thinking about it, I was so nervous. That feeling was with
me for a long time until I saw the HIV test result after three months, followed by
another test in six months’. It is important to notice that Vietnam is a country with great
HIV/AIDS problems, which are largely driven by sex work and injecting drug use. This
country receives more 100 million dollars each year from international donors to spend
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on HIV/AIDS prevention and control (HIV/AIDS, 2012). It is astonishing that among
the 20 men I interviewed in this study, Phuoc was the only man concerned about the
possibility of getting HIV. This raises a question of where Vietnam is up to in terms of
gender order in thinking through HIV/AIDS among middle-class, educated, urban men
who cheat on their wives through sex work.
Phu, Phuoc and Xuan expressed concern about the technical side of the issue, whether
their sexual capacity was sufficient to cope with both sex at home and sex beyond the
home. Phu said: ‘if I have to live with a highly sexual demanding woman like Linh Nga,
I just can’t! And after one or two years, I may die [laugh]’. Phuoc added: ‘I was not
strong enough to meet both my lover’s and my wife’s demands for sex at the same
time’. Xuan, who enjoyed the quality of sex with his girlfriend while dating his
prospective wife, said: ‘my animal part [his uncontrollable sexual desire] was towards
my lover while my human part [moral principle] was directed to my wife. That made
me really tired, tense and uncomfortable in my conscience’. As a result, Xuan broke off
his relationship with his ex-girlfriend and married. When asked if he had thought about
having an affair in the future, he sadly confessed his loss of sexual capacity: ‘if I am
given a girl for free, I would not be able to have sex with her’. On the one hand, the
expression of sexual desire and demands in some women suggests a more open way in
practising sexual activity among some modern Vietnamese women; however, this
expression challenges the traditional value of masculinity, following which men must
be able to meet partners’ sexual demands, otherwise they are not regarded as real men.
*
*

*
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In the next section, I will examine the men’s perceptions of and attitudes towards
extramarital sex to gain an understanding of the possible assumptions, privileges and
entitlement allowing men to engage or stay away from adultery.

Sexual entitlement
The study reveals an interesting result, that many of the men believed they were entitled
to have extramarital sex, as though it were a basic need that should be met. Hieu
explained: ‘like eating and drinking when I am hungry and thirsty, sex is also a
naturally physical desire and therefore, there is nothing wrong about it’. Tat considered
his sexual desire as an animal part beyond his control. Khoa thought that: ‘I am not sure
if I am saying it right, but if you look at animals, you see that a male must have multi
female partners’. Phu suggested: ‘to stay in the frame of so-called faithfulness, my wife
must satisfy my sexual demand physically, circumstantially and timely; however, she
couldn’t’. Manh argued: ‘there are certain periods of time women are not ready for
having sex, such as after giving birth or during her menstruation, while men are
sexually demanding 24 hours a day. Hence, there must be a way for men to meet their
sexual needs’. The argument these men made is that sex was a natural desire like being
hungry or thirsty. Men always demand more sex than women, due to a biological
difference in the female body. Women cannot always meet men’s sexual needs;
therefore, like animals, men should have multiple sex partners. Connell (2005a:47)
argues that this is a mistaken view which is based on the belief that men’s actions are
directed and driven by their bodies; however, ‘[t]here is little evidence even of weak
biological determination of group differences in simple individual behaviours. And the
evidence of cross-cultural and historical diversity in gender is overwhelming’. The
understanding of men’s sexuality that the men in this study hold is in agreement with
Hong et al.’s (2009b: 29) observation that: ‘biological deterministic view of sexuality’
is still dominant in Vietnam today.
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Hoang explained how he was influenced by the ideology of an ideal man: ‘I favour an
energetic and aggressive man who works hard and indulges in life. As long as he likes
making money, drinking, having extramarital sex, he is a good man and that reflects a
good quality of life’. Therefore, to Hoang, sex outside marriage was just part of the
necessary traits making up his masculinity.
The second striking result is the men’s strong sexist attitudes towards women who were
involved in extramarital sex. Most men agreed that being faithful was a must for women
while it was an option for men. Tat believed that female faithfulness was ‘not
negotiable’, while Bao emphasised that: ‘I don’t want my sex life with my wife to be
shared with anyone else’. Some men considered faithfulness by women as rooted in
Vietnamese tradition and culture. Hieu explained: ‘we are living in Vietnamese culture
where fidelity is an absolute requirement for women’. Linh continued: ‘because of our
Oriental culture, Vietnamese women are not supposed to be sexually free like women in
the West’. This sexist attitude was highlighted when I asked these men if they needed to
be faithful. Most of the men believed that faithfulness for men is an ideal, not a reality.
Giang considered faithfulness as ‘flexible’ for men, while Hieu added: ‘fidelity is
something I have to try to achieve. What I mean is trying to lengthen my sexual desire
for my wife as long as possible’. Cong distinguished between faithfulness in love and in
sex. He said: ‘being faithful in love is a given, but in sex it is optional. As a married
man, sex with my wife should be prioritised; however, extramarital sex is unavoidable’.
In a slightly different way, Linh and Tiep offered a moral principle that legitimated their
sex with other women. Linh noted: ‘it is acceptable for a man to buy sex and always
think about his family. No matter whom I sleep with, I always love my wife
passionately’. Tiep added: ‘having sex with prostitutes is not a form of affair. An affair
must be based on sentiment, which I have never had. If my heart is stirred by a woman,
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I would stop that relationship, which I did, and wouldn’t let it grow and go over the
line’.
What underpins the double standard towards fidelity among these men is the commonly
held belief that men and women should act differently when dealing with sexual affairs.
Specifically, they believed that men who sleep with other women rarely break up their
families. However, a married woman who commits adultery will ruin her marriage and
family. For example, Nam believed a married woman would ‘break up her family and
leave everything behind to follow her lover’. Similarly, Hoang argued:
In theory, both the husband and wife should be faithful until they are fed up with
each other. In reality, it would be worse for a married woman to be driven to an
affair. In most of the cases, she would disturb or even destroy her home in one
way or another. She may not run away with her lover; instead, she may make her
family a big mess. Men are different. When a married man swings around with a
woman, he still thinks about his wife and family. He may go out with his lover,
take good care of her, which sounds like they are really dying for love; however,
he still finds his way home and for him, family is his first priority no matter
what.

Hieu declared that: ‘a good wife knows and adores her husband only. A woman who
has a wide social network of relationships is not valued and if she commits adultery, it
would definitely not be tolerable in this society’.
These men also demonstrated an attitude in which women would be treated far from
equally to men, when I asked them to comment about the solution they would take if
their wives committed adultery. Most of the men would not forgive their wives, who
would face negative consequences. Nam called it ‘God’s punishment’. Tat said the
scenario would ‘put an end to my marriage’ while Thanh asserted that: ‘I would leave
her at once’. Linh added: ‘to a jealous guy like me, if I overheard that my wife had
someone regardless of whether they had sex with each other or not, I am sure break-up
would be the outcome’. Hieu concluded:
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I would definitely question her for clarification. If her explanation was clear
enough and sex was not involved, I would let it go; however, if sex was
involved, it would be extremely hard for me to accept it. I don’t want to talk
about break-up as a solution, but separation is something I would do definitely.

Nam, Linh and Tiep revealed that they often warned their wives about the possible
outcomes if they committed adultery. Nam said: ‘I often told my wife that if I know she
likes someone, I would break up the relationship peacefully without fighting and that
was our deal’. Tiep continued: ’I teased my wife that no matter whom she had an affair
with, she should never ever let me know as it would end everything’. By sending this
kind of warning message, these men reinforced the sexual double standard directly.
While unfaithful women would be severely condemned and face punishment, their
counterparts, however, expected to have tolerance from their partners. Phuoc was
convinced that: ‘I bet my wife knows I sometimes have sex with other women as part of
my business, but she never asks me about it’. Likewise, Thanh, as noted earlier,
believed: ‘as long as she doesn’t see it, she tries to convince herself that sex wouldn’t
exist’.
Based on the assumption mentioned earlier, many men mentioned ‘the limit’ (biết giới
hạn) that they should be aware of, so that they would be able to keep from straying. The
limit for Phu, as a husband, was not to let ‘an extramarital relationship grow to a deepfelt sentimental limit’. Hence, he thought that ‘I would be wise to enjoy an affair for a
short moment’. Thanh concluded similarly, after being caught by his wife in his
previous affair, that: ‘I will definitely continue to have sex with any women I want if
chances emerge; however, my experience tells me to end an affair in a timely way, so I
won’t be bogged down in a muddy relationship causing me serious trouble’. The limit
for Hoang meant that: ‘I have to remind me all the time that it [his affair] is a game, not
life, and I need to draw a line by not letting my affair buzz my family and career. To do
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it, I avoid such relationships with women who come to me just because of economic
reasons’.
This finding suggests that sexism in the form of a double standard plays strongly
between men and women who commit extramarital sex. This supports previous research
by Hong, et al. (2009c) who observed that: ‘in today’s society, women are still judged
more harshly than men when it comes to betrayals of marriage. In the meantime, men’s
adultery, which had been tolerated before, has now become even more acceptable’. This
offers an explanation for the fact that many of the men in this study have not stopped
engaging in adultery.
Another explanation, offered by Nguyen and Harris (2009:132–33), is that a traditional
belief is karma (phúc đức) attached to women’s conduct helps reinforce the sexual
double standard:
Phúc đức is similar to karma: the merits one gains can pass on to succeeding
generations. Vietnamese believe that phúc đức tại mẫu: merit and virtue are
caused by the mother. A good woman of proper conduct and morals can bring
happiness and good fortune to her family; and a bad woman brings tragedy and
despair. Men, not restricted by this belief, are freer and are not judged if they
engage in bad conduct, such as drinking, gambling, or cheating.

Besides strong responses among some of these men, some other men would react to
their wives’ affairs with caution and regarded the situation as more complicated. Phu
believed that, although many men might think about breaking up their marriages, it was
not an easy task: ‘I am sure it would be a tormented and miserable process to come to
that decision’. Khoa said: ‘I would try to carefully examine the causes from which I
would respond accordingly, such as clarifying if she was in a soft-hearted moment or
she deliberately did it’. Phuoc would handle the situation with a careful examination:
P: I would give my wife a chance to talk openly about it. If she felt guilty and
promised not to let it happen again, I would forgive her.
Q: Why would you do that?
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P: Everyone could make a mistake, and you see, I also cheated on her, so could
forgive her, but just one time only.

It is interesting to note that among four men (Nam, Thanh, Khoa and Phu), whose
affairs were revealed to their wives, Nam and Thanh would break up their marriages if
their wives committed adultery without giving them a chance for clarification and
negotiation, while Khoa and Phu were more thoughtful, although Khoa put a strict limit
on forgiveness, ‘…just one time only’. One possible explanation for this could be that
Nam and Thanh did not love their wives, while Khoa and Phu married their wives for
love, which could make the break-up decision more difficult. In addition, the
forgiveness Phu and Khoa’s wives offered to their husbands could also be a factor.
Not all the men were unfaithful
Despite many men experiencing sexual affairs, it is important to acknowledge that there
ware four men, Duc, Quoc, Vu and Dinh, who did not favour the idea of having an
affair at all. When asked if faithfulness was important, Duc said: ‘faithfulness is
extremely important for both a husband and wife. Being faithful helps protect me and
my family from getting sexual transmitted diseases. I am proud that I am a faithful
husband’. In a different way of showing his commitment, Quoc said: ‘although my wife
was not a virgin when she came to my life; however, since marriage, as a committed
partner, I would not accept if she had an affair with another man’. Vu argued that: ‘if
you want your wife to be faithful to you, you must be faithful to her. That is a mutual
benefit—what you want to take is what you give‘. Clearly, Vu treated his wife as equal
as him, so that both of them had to look after their happiness—a mutual benefit. Dinh
revealed: ’there were a couple of times I had chances to have sex with other women, but
when they came into reality, there was something in my mind telling me that I should
stop because a good husband shouldn’t be unfaithful’. Dinh’s expression does not only
show his awareness of being a good husband, but also his ability to overcome seduction
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to stay away from sexual affairs when they could occur. The attitudes towards sex
outside marriage among these four men contrast sharply with those of the other men in
this study and provide evidence of the presence of new or alternative values and ways of
practising masculinity and gender relations in modernday Vietnam.

In summary, in this chapter, we have not only discussed the reasons for men being
involved in sex outside marriage, but also the meanings attached to these experiences,
attitudes towards sex partners, and possible benefits men took when they were in an
actual relationship. Furthermore, the discussion also demonstrates the benefits (in the
forms of privilege and double standard) for men as being men regarding the sexual
exploitation of women. In Connell’s terms, this is a ‘patriarchal dividend’ in which
‘heterosexual men of all classes are in a position to command sexual services from
women, through purchase, custom, force or pressure’ (Connell, 2005b). For example,
some men found extramarital relationships to be compensations of romantic love and
care that they could not have with their wives (as seen in Nam and Phu’s cases). Other
men made use of their advantages, resources, authority and circumstances to exploit sex
with women (in Khoa, Tat and Tiep’s cases). Some men had a double standard in sex
between conjugal partners and other women (for example, Thanh, Cong, Nam and
Tiep), while others just did not care whom they had sex with (such as Linh and Hieu).
Some men showed a very conservative, sexist and controlling attitude regarding their
wives' sexuality (as discussed in Nam’s and Thanh’s cases), but other men (Hieu and
Cong) treated their wives with respect and as equal as themselves. This is to say, sex
outside marriage is manifested in various ways and it means different things to different
men, whose understanding, behaviours and attitudes towards sexuality are diverse,
changing and adaptable.
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Chua et al. (1999:392–93), who conducted a study on negotiation of masculinities
among Asian-Americans, argued that: ‘masculinity is not one way of being for men;
rather, it takes a variety of forms. It is different for the working class and the upper
class; for heterosexuals, gay men, and bisexuals; for blacks in Panama and in South
Africa; and for the young and the elderly’. What I have observed among these men is
partly in agreement with this observation; nevertheless, I also observed that the way the
men in this study understood and experienced extramarital sex, and their perceptions
and attitudes towards women, varied regardless of their common educational, economic
and social class and ethnic background. This possibly shows fluidity and dynamic
aspects demonstrated by the men in this study with regard to making sense of
masculinity. The variety in the men’s expression of their attitudes towards extramarital
sex could also be seen (through the ways the men negotiated) as a conflict between
traditional and modern ways of thinking and doing gender and sexuality among
Vietnamese men. This is also to say, men’s privilege and masculinity is not fixed, but
changeable (for example, in the cases of Khoa and Tiep); in other words, men construct
their manhood 'as a constantly changing collection of meanings that we construct
through our relationships with ourselves, with each other, and with our world' (Kimmel,
1994:120).
Another equally important key point that comes from the discussion in this chapter is
men’s perceptions towards sex outside marriage. Most of the men believed sex outside
marriage is something men, not their wives, deserve to have. This belief was based on
the men’s views in which men and women are different in terms of biological and social
factors. From the biological perspective, the men were convinced that sexual demand is
a natural need that should be met; however, this specific need is men’s privilege only.
From the social perspective, the men believed they had a special capacity to play around
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with sex outside marriage without losing their family commitment, while married
women who committed adultery would disturb their marriages.
Besides examples of traditional and conservative attitudes regarding gender roles and
sexual practices among the majority of the men in this study, we also see new ways of
thinking and doing gender among a minority of the men when they showed their fidelity
to their married partners and equal treatment of their wives. In short, men’s attitudes
fluctuated from being extremely conservative towards a more equal position, suggesting
some degree of change in attitudes and practices in married life in the post–Doi Moi era
so that ‘men do not all occupy the same position of superordination, nor women of
subordination; and, contrary to some radical-feminist views, not all men oppress
women’ (Connell, 1983:41).
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Chapter 8 Sexual practice and satisfaction
In the previous chapter, we examined issues concerning men’s experiences of infidelity.
This chapter explores the sex lives men had with their wives. Some of the men in
chapter 7 expressed dissatisfaction over sex with their wives, but what about the other
men? In this chapter, the men first talk about their sexual practices, including sexual
desire, interests, preferences and the meanings they attach to these practices. Second,
the men reflect on the quality of the sexual activities they had with their wives in terms
of satisfaction or dissatisfaction and their comments on women’s sexuality. These
demonstrate the practice of hegemonic masculinity in their daily lives and provide
insight into gender relations between modern Vietnamese men and women.

Sexual practice
Men’s accounts of preferred sexual partners, objects and activities are key components
of men’s sexual practice (Chivers, Rieger et al., 2003). The men in this study revealed
various sexual activities they had experienced and wanted to do, including sexual
positions, spaces, foreplay, oral sex, group sex and anal sex. Some men also explained
why they did or did not have certain sexual preferences.
Exploring multiple sexual positions was a common interest among the men. Linh
showed his passion for sexual adventure: ‘we explore all kinds of possible positions
from which we are able to reach orgasms. I also want my wife and me to become as
wild as animals when having sex with me’. Thanh, who did not expect his wife to
perform ‘as professional as prostitutes’, noted: ‘with my wife, I often start with the
missionary position, side-by-side, then ask her to seat on my tummy; but with a
prostitute, I ask her to change as many positions as she can think of’. Some other men
emphasised the significance of having a comfortable space. Xuan complained about his
current living accommodation: ‘we’re sharing the house with my parents, which means
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it is impossible for us to moan loudly when making love as they may hear something
weird going on. It would be much comfortable to have sex in a private room’. Cong
commented:
We try not to follow any routines in our sex life. Sometimes we try a new
position in a different space. For example, we had sex in our kitchen in a
standing position; another time I took my wife to a luxurious resort by a
beautiful beach where we had sex in nature. What we are trying to achieve is to
make our sex life more meaningful and enjoyable, and as a result, it would
strengthen our relationship.

The men were aware that it was crucial for them to bring to their partners sexual
pleasure and orgasm. Linh argued: ‘it would be unfair for my wife if I reach an orgasm
on my own’. The men applied several techniques to make sure pleasure and orgasm
were achieved by their partners. For example, Tiep focused on foreplay: ‘I often spend
15 minutes to arouse my wife like embracing and kissing her lips, breasts and even we
do oral sex for each other to make it more enjoyable’. Manh paid more attention to the
moment after sexual intercourse to show his care to his wife. He said: ‘in order to
enhance our love, I spend some time embracing my wife after sex with her rather than
standing up to dress up right away’. Watching pornography and applying it to sexual
activities were preferred by some other men. Cong told me that his wife and he liked
watching pornographic videos together in order to ‘improve our skills’. Similarly,
Phuoc found pornography a source of stimulation while having sex with his wife, who
often exchanged porn movies with her female colleagues at work. By showing a
capacity to perform multiple sexual positions and master sex, these men underlined a
common belief that they must be sexually skilful and constantly improve their sexual
performance in order to please their partners, which is marked by orgasmic
achievement. Notably, some men felt they had to be the one who provided sexual
knowledge and skills to their wives.
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Men showed different preferences towards oral sex. Phuoc and Linh felt hesitant about
cunnilingus. Phuoc argued: ‘I am not comfortable with it, so I only do it for my wife
when I am overly drunk’. Linh, who often asked his wife to give him fellatio, but
refused to do cunnilingus, proudly said: ‘my wife spoils me so much. On such days
when she has a period, she still gives me oral sex to enable my ejaculation’. Tiep, who
was willing to give his wife cunnilingus but often refused to allow her to give him
fellatio, he reasoned: ‘I didn’t want my wife to do it for me, particularly near the time I
just had had sex with prostitutes, because most of the time I was drunk and I couldn’t
figure out if they (sex workers) put a condom on me or not’. Unlike Phuoc and Linh,
who showed selfish, less willing and even unequal behaviour in having oral sex with
their wives, Tiep’s precaution suggests his fair treatment and consideration of practising
safe sex.
The data also reveal that most of the men experienced penis–vagina intercourse with a
single sexual partner at a time, although some men had unusual forms of sexual
activities, including: group sex, anal sex and sexual contact with men. Nam and Thanh
had enjoyable experience in group sex. Nam recalled: ‘I was in a relationship with a
woman, which was neither for love nor money. One time I asked her to accept my male
friend to join our sex as a group, and she did, which made a fun game’. Thanh, who had
group sex with two prostitutes, noted: ‘It was damn good with both of them leaning
over with their rear ends sticking up while I penetrated interchangeably between two
vaginas’.
Hieu expressed the desire, while Thanh and Linh talked about their real experiences of
anal sex. Hieu said: ‘it’s [anal sex] not something I don’t like, but I never tried yet. I
guess I will do it one day and it must be with a very special partner as anal sex is not a
common practice among Vietnamese women’. Thanh talked about other experiences he
had had with prostitutes. He said:
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Conventionally no sex workers like anal sex, but when I pay them extra money,
some of them would do it. I usually keep anal penetration as the last thing to do
before I finish because I would have a premature ejaculation otherwise. Anal sex
gives me a tightly stretched feeling; however, it is not as good as fucking a
vagina and I do it not because of something I enjoy, rather my curiosity and
exploration.
Linh talked about the experience he had with his wife:
As I saw it on porn movies, I was so curious to try it with my wife. I found it
totally different from the other way around. It gave me a strange stimulation like
I was under the spell of wild feeling. I really enjoyed it because it hold my
ejaculation, but it hurt my wife so much that she did not allow me to do it again.
In addition to the anal sex experience, Linh also talked about his sexual contacts with
men. He said:
That was at a hot summer night at my dormitory where I was sharing bed with a
guy. In the middle of the night, he touched me. At first, I really liked it and I
assumed he was teasing me. I soon realised he was serious so I turned over and
later moved to another bed to sleep. Another time, another guy stayed at my
rental room for a nap at lunch break. When I was sleeping, I felt that he was
trying to take my pants off. I pretended that I was sleeping and let him do it and
saw what was going on without moving my body. He then played with my penis
and it made me so aroused and horny, yeah exactly, I was so aroused. Then I felt
something weird and strange if I let him go on, so I turned on my side and he
stopped… deep down to my heart, I wanted to explore it, but at the same time, I
also didn’t want it to happen and if possible, I wanted to be the penetrator, not
the receiver, as I am scared.

Recalling the intimate experiences that these men had in their early adulthood (when
holding hands between couples was seen as ‘a serious step’, or ‘there was no porn
material available’, or sex was like ‘snatching a hasty meal’ and ‘nothing to be proud
of’ in Phuoc, Thanh, Nam and Cong's memories), at the time this study was conducted,
there had been some changes in the way men understood sexuality and practised it over
time. Informal information about heterosexual sex, particularly pornography, became an
increasing source that directed the way these men viewed sex and formed ideas about
the sexual skills that a proper man should learn. The effort of performing multiple
sexual positions, doing foreplay and oral sex and giving orgasms to partners suggests
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that some men were trying to copy ideal skills as a way to display their masculinity. The
journey of sexual exploration was not only in traditional (hetero-)sexual forms, but also
extended to unusual forms, such as group sex, anal sex (with female partners) and even
a sexual desire for other men (in Linh’s case).
The discussion of men’s sexual practice opens the door to look into private intimate
lives and learn about the different ways modern young men in Vietnam express their
sexual desire, preferences and practices, through which men make sense of their
masculinity. Specifically, it was important for these men to express the desire to be
sexually knowledgeable and skilful in order to lecture and control their married
partners’ sexuality and to show efforts to explore a variety of sexual forms and activities
and successfully perform them in order to bring pleasure to sex partners. These accounts
provided insights into dominant ideas about heterosexuality influencing the way modern
Vietnamese men practise their sex lives.

Sexual satisfaction within marriage
The most striking result to emerge from the study is that half of the men interviewed
reported being unsatisfied in their sex life with their wives. Three different kinds of
sexual dissatisfaction men experienced: some confessed to having a low sexual demand
and poor performance, resulting in unsatisfactory feelings in their wives; others were
dissatisfied with the frequency and quality of sex with their wives; while two men had
an issue with timing and sexual frequency caused by their wives’ medical problems.
Five men in the first group, including Linh, Xuan, Dinh, Phuoc and Tiep, faced different
issues in meeting the sexual needs of their wives. Linh said: ‘my sexual desire has been
declining very fast since the last two years, so that my wife often blames me for
premature ejaculation which makes me really worried’. Xuan added: ‘she wants me to
last longer, but I just can’t hold it’. Xuan also corrected me when I asked if his wife met
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his sexual demand: ‘your question should be if I meet my wife’s demand and the answer
is, I don’t’. Dinh said he had sex once a week with his wife and he believed ‘it is a bit
low for her’. Phuoc noted: ‘for me twice a week is enough, but it is not really for her as
I know her needs are higher than mine’. Tiep said: ‘my current sex performance is quite
poor as I am not as strong as I was’. The main reason for inadequate performances in
bed, men were convinced, resulted from the overwhelming workloads they had. Xuan
felt exhausted after work; Dinh asserted: ‘my job is extremely stressful and that has an
effect on my sex life’; Tiep believed: ‘our jobs are both overloaded, so my wife and I
compromised to try having sex at least once a week’.
Men in the second group showed frustration with the sexual performance of their wives.
Tat said: ‘she refused to give me oral sex although I often do it for her. She also did not
allow me to penetrate her from behind, which I really like. For me, having sex with her
is just to fulfil my obligation’. Thanh blamed his wife: ‘I wanted to have sex every day,
but she said it was too much and it would hurt her back’. Nam said: ‘I’ve been no longer
interested in having sex with my wife, so that I never initiate; instead, she comes to me
for sex whenever she feels like it’. I asked Phu if he was sexually satisfied with his
wife; he asserted: ‘no, not at all because she has no experience in sex, her skills are so
poor too’. Phu, similarly to Nam, never asked his wife for more sex: ‘I leave it to her
and never initiate because I know she could never meet my strong desire’. Phu also told
me that he never talked about sex with his wife. Interestingly, Xuan, who confessed a
low sexual desire, also showed disappointment in sex with his wife. He elaborated:
X: My wife was still a virgin until marriage, so her sexual experience was zero.
She doesn’t know how to evoke or awake my sexual desire, which I found the
hardest lesson to teach her as she is not open to talk about it.
Q: Why don’t you initiate a conversation about sex with your wife?
X: I don’t dare do it because if I open a sex lecture, she would judge me that I
talk about the sexual experience I had with my ex-girlfriend, and that would hurt
her to listen to me.
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It is obvious that the lack of platforms for sexual discussion (for example, Xuan and
Phu’s unwillingness in talking about sexual issues with their wives), loss of sexual
interests (as seen in Nam and Phu’s cases) and unmet sexual frequency (in Thanh’s
case) were the main reasons for dissatisfaction in sex with their wives among the
second group of men.
I am particularly interested in examining the cases of Nam, Thanh and Phu to
understand the management and complication of their sexual lives. At the time this
study was conducted, Nam was having a sexual affair and Thanh often went out to buy
sex, and they both reported satisfaction with sex outside marriage. Compared with Nam
and Thanh, Phu appeared to be struggling: he was unhappy with the frequency and
quality of sex with his wife, but did not wish to not solve the problem by having
extramarital sex. This was because he was never interested in prostitutes and the effect
of affair with an overseas student made him cautious about committing adultery again.
As a result, Phu said: ‘I secretly masturbated to release my sexual tension when my wife
slept’. I asked if he thought about having a sexual partner again; he said:
I bet all men want to retain their own families and still have some room to enjoy
sex outside marriage. But my experience reminded of me a big lesson which
forces me to wonder if I am aware of potential consequences affecting my
marriage and career? Even when I am able to cross that barrier, so whether I
have time, money and sexual capacity to get along with my lover? I am afraid I
can’t deal with all those issues. Admittedly there is a gap in my sex life between
me and my wife, but I should accept it.

The third group includes two men (Khoa and Linh) whose wives were on treatment for
childlessness, which resulted in sexual dissatisfaction. One of the requirements doctors
advised Khoa and Linh to do was to stay sexually abstinent for a certain number of days
before their wives’ ovulation (in order to increase the chance of fertilisation) before they
could have sex with them. Given the fact that both Khoa and Linh were stressed by
overwhelming workloads and their childlessness, the abstinence was difficult for them
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to commit to. Khoa said: ‘my sex life is not absolutely satisfied because our needs
happen at different times. When I feel arouse for sex, she refuses and asks me to hold it
until the middle of her cycle, but when that time comes, I may get tired or hungover so I
just want to rest’. I then asked what Khoa did to cope with the situation; he said: ‘I
should be tolerant of her choice, so I try to do other stuff to forget about it. Well, it’s not
really to forget, but try to be comfortable with it’. Similarly, Linh was not able to hold
his demand until the right day; he said: ’my wife asked me to stay abstinent about seven
to ten days before the ovulation day. Normally, if I don’t ejaculate within three to four
days, I would feel so uneasy, so that when I felt sexually intense, I sneakily went out to
pay for sex with a massager or I secretly masturbated’. Another reason causing Linh’s
wife’s dissatisfaction was her surgery: ‘Whenever I initiated sex with her, she recalled
the scary operations, which made it more difficult for her to achieve a climax’ Linh
said.
In summary, mutual satisfaction in sex with married partners was regarded as an
important factor in the married lives of these men. As a result, sexual dissatisfaction,
regardless of its causes, made men concerned. I specifically note three factors
contributing to this issue. First, low sexual desire and poor performance in some men
(premature ejaculation was often claimed as an outcome) led to unmet sexual needs in
their wives. Workload stress was regarded as the main cause of the problem. Second,
men reported limited sexual interests and quality of sex with their partners. This caused
a low desire in men for sex with their wives. The third factor was the interference of
childlessness and its treatment in the sex lives of two men, resulting in some difficulty
and dissatisfaction both in these men and in their wives. The issues that led men to
dissatisfaction, however, were rarely addressed directly with their wives; many of the
men found it difficult to communicate sexual issues to express desire and to negotiate
their needs with their wives.
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I now turn to the current sexual lives of the 10 other men, who achieved sexual
satisfaction in their married lives. I argue that sexual satisfaction could have multiple
meanings as it hints towards different values. To some men, an expression of sexual
pleasure was something implicit in that the husbands and wives read between the lines.
Specifically, some men in the study responded with short, simple answers without
elaborating. Vu said: ‘we never talked about how we felt, but tacitly we understand that
we are both sexually satisfied’. Giang put in another way: ‘there is nothing special to
talk about as we are doing okay’. Duc said: ‘simply, we are happy about it [sex]’.
Nevertheless, for some other men, the interview question about sex at home offered
them a special opportunity to speak explicitly in order to show off their sexual prowess
and to say how special having sex with their wives could be. Cong said:
Having sex with my wife is always wonderful and it’s totally different from
doing it with other women. This is because there is an affection and love
between us and we care about each other’s pleasure. But with other women,
there is always an emotional distance between us as I don’t love them and I
always have a feeling that they are dirty.

Quoc, who had been married just for three months, commented: ‘my wife is always able
to make me happy as she has a high sexual demand that meets my strong desire’. Hoang
asserted: ‘my sex at home is just fine. I am able to do multiple sexual intercourses a
night and each time I can last for hours’. Hieu was also proud and pleased that he had
trained his wife successfully to be skilful in sex:
My desire for her is still fresh and more importantly she now knows how to
bring me pleasure. I have sex quite regularly with her, like having timely meals,
and I treat her as equal as any other sexual partners I have currently. Sex with
my wife is very comfortable now, but it wasn’t like that before. You know, she
comes from a good family, it took some time for me to train her. As sex is
instinct, she picked up the lessons quickly.

206

Luat and Manh shared a tip that kept high sexual desire for their wives. Notably, both
men were frequent travellers who were often absent from home and this factor made
their sexual activity with their wives more special when they returned home. Luat said:
‘in general, the intervals in our sex life [caused by his frequent travels] made it quite
fresh’. Manh emphasised: ‘the more I travel, the more I have sex with my wife when I
am at home, and the more pleasure we achieve’.
Unlike most of the other men, whose satisfaction was informed by sexual frequency and
its quality, Bao defined his satisfaction by the fact that both he and his wife enjoyed a
mutually low sexual desire and very limited sexual activity. Since the couple had a
child, they rarely had sex with each other. He reasoned: ‘she just wanted to have a child
to make my parents happy and since then she never asked me for more sex, which I am
very pleased about as I am not interested in sex much’.
It is evident that there exist different values based on which the men judged their sexual
satisfaction. For example, while high sexual frequency and long duration in sexual
intercourse were key factors in Quoc, Hoang and Hieu’s satisfaction, these elements
were not appreciated by Bao, who, instead, was pleased with a minor or even asexual
life. For Cong, satisfaction was brought by a distinction in having better sex with his
wife compared with other women; however, this is not what Hieu valued, because he
considered his wife just one of his sexual partners without differentiation. Hieu was also
open to talk and even lecture his wife about sex, yet the topic was low key between Vu
and his partner.
A recent Australian study on overall sexual satisfaction among heterosexual married
couples shows that ‘overall sexual and relationship satisfaction were more closely
associated with perceived partner matching of desired frequency for men than for
women’ (Smith, Lyons et al., 2011:113). It is not clear if Vietnamese sexual culture is
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the same as Australian sexual culture. The study described in this thesis reveals
diversity in the meanings of sexual satisfaction among Vietnamese men, which suggests
that frequency is not always the key factor contributing to overall sexual satisfaction in
men. This raises an interesting question about how dynamic sexual satisfaction looks in
other cultures.

The men’s responses reflected their desire for a satisfactory sex life, given that sexual
satisfaction suggested different meanings to different individuals. This desire could be
symbolically compared with a marathon in which sexual satisfaction is set at one end
and men are running towards to the finishing line. Paradoxically, the data reveal that not
all men were able to claim mutual sexual satisfaction between them and their wives,
because half of them could not finish the race. Linh and Tiep were worried about their
sexual capacity; Xuan, Phuoc, Dinh just gave up the race as they knew they were not
capable of satisfying their wives; Thanh, Nam, Phu and Linh sought alternative
solutions (e.g. masturbation, prostitution, adultery) to get sexual pleasure for themselves
when their wives could not meet their demands; while Khoa and Phu struggled with
poor sexual quality with their wives.
One of the concerns emerging from the interviews was the men’s tension in controlling
the sexuality of their wives. This led me to seek an understanding of the men’s attitudes
towards women who are sexually active. When I asked what they thought about a
sexually skilful woman, Hieu said: ‘it would be good if it were my wife as I know her
skills were gained as a result of my teaching; however, if she had such skills before, I
would question her’. Phuoc noted:
P: I am not so conservative to take that too seriously, so there is nothing wrong
with that woman.
Q: Does that also mean you want your wife to master sex?
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P: Oh no no, I don’t want her to be that skilful. As I said earlier, I am a bit
conservative, if I see something strange going on in the way my wife handles
sex with me, I would be concerned if she is having an affair or thinking about
her lover while having sex with me.

When saying that he had an open view towards women’s sexuality in general, Phuoc
seemed to show he had a modern way of thinking about sexuality; however, he
immediately drew a distinct line between the sexual skills of a certain woman and those
of his wife. In a similar way, Cong told me that: ‘it could be good for someone, but for
me it’s not a necessity or desirable as my Vietnamese value is still strong in me, so I
don’t really like that kind of woman’. Vu added: ‘I would doubt if she had sex with
another man because I don’t appreciate that kind of skills’. Clearly, in the eyes of these
men, their wives had no equal right to express their sexual desire and skills in a more
open way; they needed to show their husbands limited sexual knowledge and skills, and
importantly they needed to confirm that the only source of gaining sexual experience
was through their married partners.
Tat and Thanh’s responses revealed a deep concern about losing their dominant position
in sex to their wives. Tat said: ‘if my wife performed professionally in bed, she would
make me worried and I would lose my interest with her. This is because it goes against
my expectation seeing her innocence without any sexual experience’. Thanh asserted: ‘I
just don’t like that as I want my wife to follow my instruction’. While most of the men
showed a negative view towards a sexual wife, Tiep showed a tolerant attitude. He
emphasised the sources where his wife could gain sexual skills, which, he implied, must
not associated with sexually active behaviour, such as having sex with other men. He
said:
I was concerned about such kind of women before I got married. Since then, I
wanted my wife to improve her sexual skills. She may pick that from different
sources without having sexual experience with a particular man, such as via the
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internet or among her female friends and colleagues. I believe her skills would
make us more enjoyable in our sex life.

In conclusion, this chapter revealed differences in the way the men gave reasoning to
their sexual desires and practices. Despite variation in their sexual practices, the men
shared a common desire for possessing strong sexual skills and achieving mutual sexual
satisfaction with their wives. The men’s accounts reflected dominant ideas about men
needing to be sexually proficient, although it was not easy for them to turn these values
into reality. It is worth noting that sexual satisfaction did not carry the same meaning for
all of the men; it could even be very different between them. Despite this diversity,
many of the men expressed dissatisfaction around sex with their wives.
The reasons for sexual dissatisfaction included a lack of communication between
spouses, low sexual desire in both men and their partners, and lack of sexual interest
with married partners. The difficulties that modern married couples face have been
further captured in the work of Bui (2010:S21), who conducted a qualitative study on
the sex lives of educated couples in Hanoi in 2006 and concluded that:
… while both men and women talk about the necessity and importance of shared
intimacy and communication, it is precisely men’s inability and unwillingness to
recognize the increasing burden of demands placed on women that curtails the
possibility of genuinely shared sexual satisfaction. In this respect, it is not any
lack of knowledge about sexuality that inhibits physical or emotional intimacy.
Rather, it is a basic lack of gender awareness and reflexivity masked by an
apparent growing concern for better sex.

As this chapter has revealed, there is also a diversity in the ways the men viewed
women’s sexuality. Superficially, some men showed an open attitude towards the sexual
skills of their wives. For example, with his expectation that he and his wife would
become ‘as wild as animals’, Linh supported his wife to be sexually active with him.
Meanwhile, Cong and his married partner enjoyed having sex at different venues with
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new positions. Then there was Phuoc, who liked watching pornographic movies that his
wife exchanged among her female colleagues. Married women who were sexually
skilful were not an issue for these men, providing that these skills were formed and
improved as an outcome of the husbands’ instruction or a joint learning process between
spouses. Nevertheless, when I challenged the men’s views with the possibility of
women learning about sex from alternative sources (other than their husbands), it
threatened their sense of masculinity, although in different degrees. Some men showed
very conservative and sexist attitudes when talking about sexual expression in ideas,
skills or practices by women. In their eyes, women, in particular their wives, were not
encouraged to be sexually skilful, and their sexuality must be well guarded by their
husbands—their only sexual partners. This shows an ambivalent position in the men’s
attitudes, which demonstrates the pressure of change in relation to women’s sexuality
and evidence of negotiation between traditional and modern values of sexuality post–
Doi Moi in Vietnam.
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Chapter 9 Discussion and conclusions
This study has aimed to gain an understanding of ongoing social change in gender and
sexuality among Vietnamese men. It has investigated how young, adult, middle-class,
married men in Hanoi are making sense of their masculinity and sexuality in the context
of rapid social change in contemporary Vietnam. The study has explored five topic
areas of individual intimate lived experience: first love and sexual debut; married lives;
fatherhood; sex outside marriage and sexual practice. Specifically, it has examined:
(1) How do men learn about and experience their sexual desire before marriage? What
do men value in their own sexual practice and in sexual partners?
(2) How do men experience their married lives in ideas, meanings and practices in the
ways by which they live their everyday lives?
(3) What does it mean for men to be a father? How important is it for men to have
children, particularly sons? How do men actually manage the practice of parenting?
(4)What do the current sex lives of these men look like? How do they manage and
negotiate their sexual practices within and beyond the context of family life?
This study was situated in Hanoi, the capital city of Vietnam. Applying a qualitative
approach, 20 young adult, middle-class, married men were recruited for in-depth, semistructured, audio-recorded interviews. The interviews were conducted in Vietnamese,
then transcribed and translated into English. A thematic analysis was conducted on the
five topic areas. This chapter first summarises the main findings from chapters 4 to 8.
This offers an opportunity to go back to different important stages of the life journey of
these men from boyhood to young adult married partners to becoming fathers, and ends
with the complications of their sex lives. The second part of the chapter includes a
discussion of the overall conclusions, with a particular focus on the implications for
gender relations in an era of social and economic change in Vietnam.
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The thesis contour
Chapter 2 Historical context started with a discussion of two important social
domains—Confucianism and kinship systems—that have shaped traditional Vietnamese
values and explained how gender relations operated within Vietnamese patriarchal
culture. Next, the chapter discussed changes in gender and sexuality in the 20th century
in Vietnam. This emphasised the key social movements and historical events that
shifted the local society, particularly the role of Vietnamese women in accessing
education, the workforce and civil rights. It highlighted the emancipation of women
from maternal duty, the domestic realm and polygamy. The chapter examined
multifaceted changes in contemporary society brought by the reform policy of Doi Moi,
which has been implemented by the Communist Party since the late 1980s to the
present. This discussion focused on shifts in gender norms and sexual practices among
modern Vietnamese men and women. The chapter explored the concepts of social
change and modernisation in order to gain an understanding of possible shifts in cultural
values in relation to sexuality and gender norms in Vietnam today.

Chapter 4 Sexual debut: entrance to heterosexuality emphasised the journey as men
explored, expressed and experienced their own sexual desire in ideas and activities. It
highlighted the social circumstances in which certain sexual desires and activities were
permitted. This aimed to establish an understanding of the social change in sexuality
among modern Vietnamese men at the early stage of their lives. The chapter revealed
that the early experiences of physical contact, emotional experience, romantic love and
sexual encounters with women marked an important transition from boyhood to
adulthood. Additionally, showing a desire for women’s bodies and sexual desire with
opposite sex partners were important to the men. The men reported various ways
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through which they gained knowledge of female bodies and sex. Those who had first
sex with girlfriends expressed the desire to be sexually skilful or expected to have been
skilful for their first sexual experience. They believed that to be proper men, men must
initiate a sexual encounter and withhold ejaculation long enough for their partners to
achieve orgasm. In contrast to their active roles in sex, some of the men believed that
women should be passive and somewhat unwilling sexually. They tended to view this as
good conduct for women to display, to avoid being judged easy or ‘debauchees’.
Despite their expectations, most of the men expressed disappointment with their first
sexual intercourse due to premature ejaculation, nervousness or dissatisfaction with
their partners.
Experiences of sexual debut, however, were not uniform. Two men in the study
sexually coerced friends for their first sexual intercourse. One felt guilty about his
actions, but claimed this as a victory for his ‘animal’ part over his ‘human’ one. The
other felt proud of his conquest of the woman’s body and her virginity. They both
demonstrated patriarchal views of women’s rights and sexuality. Three men had sex
with prostitutes for their first sexual experience. Unlike the men who had first sex with
girlfriends, these men realised that their sexual skills were limited compared with those
of sex workers; therefore, instead of playing the active role in sexual acts, they took
these as opportunities to learn more about sexual skills and performance. It is worth
noting that the men who had sex with prostitutes expressed greater satisfaction with
their first sexual experience than the other men.
The second part of the chapter discussed ideal traits of modern masculine men and
feminine women. This aimed to tap into the dominant discourse in Vietnamese culture
that is likely to shape the way modern men construct their masculinity. Social skills,
being socially knowledgeable and gaining life experience were regarded by the men in
this study as the most important masculine traits. A common view was that the ideal
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man must be able to impress women by expressing his knowledgability, maturity, sense
of humour, self-confidence and ability to protect them. These traits were generally more
valued than physical strength, which was often interpreted as men’s height, firm body
and square face. In relation to sexual performance, men tended to describe the ideal man
as having an ability to express his sexual desire and to be sexually skilful, particularly
by lasting a long time before ejaculating and ensuring his partner is satisfied.
The traits of the ideal woman were very different from those of the ideal man. The men
in this study primarily emphasised a woman’s physical attractiveness, such as her body
form, face appearance, height, lightness of skin, shape of hips, private parts and passion
in sex. Characteristics such as intelligence, emotion, education or social skills did not
appear to be important to these men. The way these men spoke about the ideal woman
exemplified the unequal position of women in Vietnam today, emphasising women’s
bodies as sources of pleasure for men and devaluing other characteristics and qualities.
Moreover, it suggests that the way Vietnamese men were raised to see women as
objects needs to be inspected.

Chapter 5 Married lives explored a number of themes in the men’s reflections on
married life. Based on the men’s descriptions of an ideal husband and wife, this chapter
discussed men’s views of gender relations, through which the current Vietnamese
gender order was explored. I argued that most of the men still fell back on traditional
patriarchal gender values in which women’s position is subservient. Men still supported
the obedience of women, which tends to confine women to the domestic realm (or
‘keeping the nest warm’). They described an ideal wife as being able to manage the
housework and childcare and nurture the relationship with her in-laws, an important
factor of a harmonious family. In contrast, many of the men believed an ideal husband
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must be a knowledgeable, career-focused person who financially and socially supports
his family (the ‘pillar of the house’). While most men expressed a conservative attitude
to gender relations, many of them were aware of modern values in other men who
devote time and energy for the family and share housework and childcare with spouses.
The latter part of this chapter examined lived experiences of men’s role in the family
with an emphasis on the transition of identity from single to married men,
contemplation of men’s role and comments on partners’ performance in the family.
The chapter revealed that marriage marked an important transition in the lives of these
men. It was a sign of success in transforming men’s identity and social standing from
single life to marriage, which was socially equated to adulthood. Marriage promised the
continuation of a family line marked by children—an essential value—helping men to
fulfil their traditional filial obligations to parents. Regarding the arrangement of their
married lives, although the influence of parents’ power on adult children is still strong
in Vietnam, this study pointed out that some men today have gained significant
independence from the control of their parents. For example, while some men married
their wives without love to serve the purpose of moral duty to parents, half of the men
claimed their marriages as an outcome of romantic love. Some men also refused to
follow the tradition of sharing living space with their parents after marriage.
Most of the men were unsatisfied with their performance at home. They regretted not
having time to devote to family activities. This highlights some uncertainty in men’s
thinking about possible changes towards a more equal involvement between partners in
domestic affairs. However, commenting about their wives’ performance, most men
expressed their disappointment and frustration. They repeatedly referred to domestic
skills as a default requirement in their wives, who looked after shopping, cooking,
washing, childcare, husbands and relationships with in-laws while working fulltime.
This suggests that modern women were still treated far from equally to their husbands;
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in other words, the traditional gender relations still influenced the men in the way they
presented and acted their gender roles in the family.

Chapter 6 Being a father discussed the meanings of being a father and men’s parenting
experiences, which reflected their ideas of fatherhood and masculinity. First, the chapter
focused on the moment in which men received their first child. They described different
feelings ranging from distress, anxiety and panic to extreme excitement at different
moments during the birthing procedure of their partners, including waiting outside the
labour wards and the first moment of seeing their child. This not only highlighted the
moment of identity transformation, but also demonstrated how the traditional
expectation of producing offspring was filled. It is notable that although men’s
attending the birth of their child was not yet common in Vietnam, the joint decision on
birth attendance that two men and their partners in this study made suggests an attempt
to change the traditional gender values.
Second, all of the men in this study confirmed the importance for them to have children
in order to be recognised as a successful, mature adult man. The birth of a child was
also seen as proof of the continuation of the family line, fulfilling men’s obligation to
their parents and strengthening the family’s harmony. These men’s accounts not only
demonstrated the desire to have children among Vietnamese men, but also exemplified
how the men were driven by the dominant culture in pursuing the traditional value.
Third, the men’s attitudes to parenting revealed a stereotypical view of women.
Although there was one man who rejected traditional norms of fathering practices, most
men in this study believed that looking after children and caregiving were a natural role
assigned to a mother. A mother had a direct blood tie with children, and so some of the
men believed that she tended to spoil and corrupt children. They believed that a father
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was strict and disciplined. Therefore, he was capable of providing his children with
direction on education, career development and good character establishment.
Fourth, the chapter investigated the issue of son preference to explore the prestige men
gain or lose from the status of having or not having a son. It was a common value
among the men that having a son upgrades men’s social standing in the gender order.
Men who had a son were the most honourable and desirable, and placed on the top of
the patriarchal pyramid. Men without sons were often public ridiculed and valued as
low as women and children; however, the social standing of men without sons was still
better than that of childless men, whose position tended to be at the very bottom of the
social hierarchy. Son preference is a classical example of how patriarchy operates in
Vietnam. Nevertheless, it is worth noting that the concept of son preference is changing
among some men in this study, particularly in the case of one man, who was fully aware
of the price of not having a son, but still went against the dominant norm to prefer
daughters.
Finally, the chapter delved into a difficult issue that four men in this study faced—
childlessness. These men experienced various forms of discomfort, marginalisation and
even depression caused by their childless status. Consequently, these men chose not to
socialise with friends, colleagues and family members as a way to protect their sense of
masculinity (defined by having children) from being damaged. Most men in this study,
including these four men, believed women were responsible for producing offspring,
without which these men would be entitled to look for alternative partners to solve the
issue. Given that non-virgin women were socially devalued, divorced childless women
suffer worse from social and psychological pressure coming from their husbands, inlaws, peer friends, colleagues and community.
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Chapter 7 Infidelity explored the issue of extramarital sexual relationships that 13 men
in this study experienced. The discussion sought to understand the motivation,
circumstances and related meanings that drove men to pursue sexual affairs. It also
highlighted the tension in men’s negotiations of values and moral codes as they
managed their double lives. Four sexual affairs were selected to reflect the different
forms nature of relationships and levels of commitment. These stories showed how
modernisation facilitates the intimate lives of modern Vietnamese men, with the
introduction of mobile phones, cyberspace and the emergence of anonymous private
spaces in the city (e.g. hotels and motels) post–Doi Moi, which offer men greater means
to express their sexual desire and arrange sexual activities outside marriage in a faster,
safer and more convenient way. In other words, urbanisation and modernisation enable
men to explore and enjoy sexual affairs without being identified and criticised.
The chapter further examined how the men made sense of their adultery or motivation
for extramarital activity. It highlighted three main rationales for sexual affairs: looking
for romantic love and a source of fun; seeking full sexual satisfaction; and doing
business—each conveyed different meanings to individual men, e.g. the story of Khoa,
who took advantage of his position and authority as a lecturer to exploit his female
students for sexual activities. This not only demonstrated how professional moral codes
were corrupted for sexual purposes, but also the operation of patriarchy for the benefit
of men. In the case of Thanh, who applied a sexual double standard between different
sex partners, while he sexually controlled his wife (who must show sexually passive and
obedient manner), he enjoyed being passive when having sex with sex workers. For
some men, sex was just a part of socialising with friends and business partners. These
men did not regard their extramarital sex (mostly with prostitutes) as a form of adultery,
which they associated with a level of romantic love. In short, the variety of meanings in
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men’s sex outside marriage shows the complexity of sexual affairs and demonstrates
some levels of change in sexual practice among modern men in Vietnam today.
The next section of the chapter presented the three cases of Nam, Thanh and Phu, whose
sexual affairs were revealed to their wives. Discussion concerned the negotiation
between these men and their wives regarding the moral codes, maintenance of marriage,
and possible consequences cased by adultery. It showed attempts (in different forms) of
both husbands and wives in maintain their marriages. These men ended their affairs
only if these threatened their masculinity as defined by the state of being married, career
stability, social prestige and extended family reputation, while women conceded to their
husbands’ betrayal in order to maintain the family and to be seen as women of good
conduct.
The chapter moved on to explore the rationales and explanations that the men in the
study gave for their decisions to commit or stay away from extramarital sexual
relationships. Interestingly, a majority of the men were convinced that having sex
outside marriage was men’s entitlement. They argued that sexual desire and demand
was as natural as being hungry or thirsty; however, this privilege, as men clearly
confirmed, was for men only, not women, who must be faithful by all means. Married
partners were not always available for sex due to menstruation and maternal reasons,
and this was how some men excused their sexual affairs. This reveals a biological
explanation that shapes the way the men understood and practised their sexuality and
gives meanings for their extramarital sex. In addition, it also reveals the expectation that
women should be passive and submissive when it comes to sex and a sexist/double
standard view that women, particularly their wives, do not have the right to say no in
sex to husbands; instead, they must respond actively their husbands’ sexual demands
when asked; otherwise, men would be entitled to sex with other women.
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Some men offered a moral principle legitimating their adultery, in which it was okay for
men to have extramarital sex as long as they also committed to family life—mainly
interpreted as financial support. Men reasoned that although they could have multiple
sex partners, they knew the ‘limit’—creating trouble for the family. These men would
not forgive their wives if they had sex with someone other than their husbands, and
subsequently, men would end their marriages as a response to that. Nevertheless, four
men in the study did not support adultery. They constantly reminded me of the
importance for both husbands and wives of being faithful—the basic grounds for a
happy marriage. This demonstrates a different way of understanding and practising
gender, following which husbands and wives enjoy a more equal position in sexual
practice.

Chapter 8 Sexual practice and satisfaction explored the current sex lives of the men with
an emphasis on the men’s sexual interests and their reflections on the quality of sexual
activities with their wives. The discussion provided a broader picture of sexual practice
among modern Vietnamese men and of gender relations, in particular how men use
male privilege and entitlement in sexual relationships with different partners. The men
talked about the different forms, skills and preferences of their sexual activities. These
include experiences of foreplay, oral sex, sexual positions, single and group sex, penis–
vagina intercourse and anal sex, ejaculation and orgasm achievement in partners. Most
of the men spoke of the desire to be sexually skilful and willingness to improve their
sexual performance in order to have greater quality in their sex lives and be satisfied by
their partners. This shows some pressure of living up to sexual ideals as a way to
display their masculinity.
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What the men expected in sexual skills and performance was not equated with what
they had in reality. Half of the men in this study claimed dissatisfaction in sex with their
marriage partners. Some of them confessed that their poor performance and low sexual
demand caused sexual unhappiness in their wives. These men believed the stress of
work was the main reason for the unexpected outcome. Other men were not happy with
their wives for their low sexual frequency and quality. These men blamed their partners
for poor sexual skills and lack of sexual demand. Two men, whose partners were under
fertility treatment, were disappointed with their own role in treatment causing unmet
sexual frequency with their spouses. Difficulties in communicating between married
partners around sexual issues, forms of desire expression and sexual demands appeared
to be the main reasons for sexual dissatisfaction for many men in this study.
When discussing the men who were happy with their current sex lives with their wives,
I showed how sexual satisfaction meant different things to different men. For example,
while long duration in sexual intercourse and high sexual frequency made Quoc, Hoang
and Hieu sexually happy, these were not valued by Bao, who was pleased with a minor
or even asexual life with his wife. Sexual pleasure, to some men, was something they
loved to talk about with their wives, while it was clear that most other men and their
spouses mainly read between the lines.
Although the men differed in expressing their sexuality in desire, demand and activities,
most of the men in this study still showed a conservative attitude towards a sexually
active woman. The men did not accept the fact that their wives could gain sexual skills
and knowledge with other partners; husbands must be the only source of sexual learning
in their wives. This shows a desire to control the sexuality of wives and indicates what
has not yet shifted as a result of modernisation.
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It is worthy to note that the present study was conducted with a small group of middleclass men in Hanoi. It invites further studies with men in working or upper classes and
in different geographic settings. This suggests a need for extending research to have a
better understanding of gender relations in the society of Vietnam today.

Implications
While most current gender studies in Vietnam emphasise women’s lives in the family
and the problems they face (Harris, 1998), this study offers insight into gender relations
seen from men’s perspective within the family setting under the rapid social change in
urban Vietnam today. The study discusses many facets of the family’s micro–politics
concerning men’s self-awareness and reflection on their role performance as husbands,
fathers, extended family members and sex partners; their taken-for-granted benefit of
being men; their negotiation of male privilege and reluctance to adopt new forms of
masculinity in relation to men’s everyday gender and sexual practices.
Assessing the contribution of the present study to understanding changes in gender and
sexuality in Vietnam, it is crucial for me to remember traditional values in order to
understand the role of traditions and the historical nature of gender and sexuality from
Vietnam in this study. This helps to judge if and how much of those traditions and
ideas are still intact and what has changed. Historically, the traditional gender order in
Vietnam operated in a way that benefited men. Specifically, only men were allowed to
access education and to participate in the political system or society. The five cardinal
relationships and ten righteousnesses are two important principles of Confucianism that
set the rules for a traditional proper man, who must have education, be a good citizen,
fulfil his moral duty to parents, earn a good living, manage the family, have children
and sons, and integrate well in society. The old society of Vietnam clearly confined
women’s role to the family and domestic realm. A woman of good conduct, according
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to Confucian values, must have the four virtues and three obedience principles, which
reinforce her submissive position for her entire life in relation to men, who are her
father, brothers, husband and sons.
In relation to sexuality, men were entitled to have more than one wife, which
demonstrated their wealth and masculinity, while women were not granted polyandry.
Praise for faithfulness in Vietnamese culture was associated with women, not men. The
main purpose of sexual activity was for procreation within marriage in order to produce
son(s) to maintain the family line—one of the most important values for traditional
Vietnamese men. Sex before or outside marriage was seen as immoral, but among those
who committed adultery, punishment was often targeted to women rather than men.
Findings from this study suggest that traditional values, which shaped gender relations
in the past, are still influencing the way men and women behave in Vietnam today.
This is reflected by the way Vietnamese men today think about women (who are their
mothers, prospective wives, married partners, lovers), and other men (peer friends,
colleagues) and the way men actually manage, experience and practise their roles as a
son, married partner, father and sex partner. Specifically, most of the men in this study
accepted and supported the four virtues in women. These men stressed the importance
of repaying moral debts or obligations to parents and maintenance of parenting practices
in a traditional way. The way modern men make sense of their masculinity is still
heavily based on Confucian values, following which men value their earning livings,
education and career, being married, having children, particularly sons, and gaining life
experience and social skills. Similarly, in relation to male sexual practice, many men
today still apply certain conservative ideas in the sex lives they have within and beyond
marriage. The men in this study expressed the desire to control the sexuality of their sex
partners, who should show a submissive and innocent manner in sex and confirm the
importance of having sexual skills and knowledge from their husbands. Sex for
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procreation was still extremely important for many young people in Vietnam, which
places childless men at a disadvantage when protecting their social standing and sense
of masculinity. Extramarital sex is seen as an entitlement for many men, while this is
not acceptable in women. A modern husband tends not to accept his wife if she commits
extramarital sex and subsequently family break-up is the solution for such a situation.
These men’s accounts reveal a direct heritage of traditional values of gender and
sexuality that shape attitudes and practices in everyday life in the families of modern
Vietnamese men. In other words, these show what are still intact in the gender order,
masculinity and sexuality in Vietnam today.
So has much changed in gender relations, masculinity and male sexual practice in
Vietnam today? First, social movements over the last two centuries have brought about
shifts in the Vietnamese gender order. The abolition of polygamy, access to education,
the workforce and property for women, government policy of family planning and small
size family are changes allowing modern Vietnamese women to gain a greater position
in both public and private spheres compared with the past.
Second, young men and women today are more independent from their parents. Many
men in this study experienced romantic relationships and chose their spouses for love,
not by family arrangement. One man in the study did not even involve their parents in
the wedding decision. Married couples do not necessarily live with their parents after
marriage today. In this study, half of the men lived separately and in some cases living
arrangements were decided between couples before marriage.
Third, the ways modern men make sense of their masculinity show some signs of
changing. Having children is still important to most men and still shapes adulthood and
moral obligations to their parents. However, some men have started thinking differently
about this. For example, son preference is losing its value in a few men, who preferred
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daughters. In addition, with the support of medical technologies such as IVF and
fertility treatment, childless couples today deal with the issue of having children
differently compared with previous generations. In relation to family lives and
fatherhood, most men in the study were aware of the taken-for-granted standing they
took from their wives, by showing regret for not being able to spend time with family
and children. Particularly, some men spoke of the need to change the current situation of
their involvement in domestic affairs; some men even actively shared the housework
and childcare with their wives. Some men accepted their wives as the main earners for
the family; others appreciated the incomes contributed by partners without being
concerned about traditional norms around breadwinners.
Finally, changes in sexual practice are influenced by factors such as the emergence of
hotels, motels, guesthouses and rented accommodation in the city of Hanoi, which offer
young people more private space compared with the past. Technologies such as mobile
phones and the internet assist men in searching for sex partners or arranging times and
venues for their sexual activities. The improvement of infrastructure and transport has
facilitated men travelling for business, a time when buying sex was on the agenda for
many men in the study. The development of the sex industry has provided men with
more available, accessible and affordable sexual services. It is equally important to note
that all of the men in this study experienced sex before marriage, which was shaped by
various types of sexual activities and with different partners. Sexual activities between
married partners are also shifting, in which procreation is not the only purpose; instead,
exploration of sexual pleasure appears to be common among many couples today.
In short, changes in the way men and women interact with each other in the family, the
way men think about themselves and other men in relation to making sense of
masculinity, and the way men learn and practise their sex lives are clearly demonstrated
in this study. By showing the changing nature of relationships between men and
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women, this study illustrates the transformation of gender relations and the gender order
in contemporary Vietnam. It is important to acknowledge that the transition in values of
gender and sexuality does not happen suddenly: some values are shifting or moving
easily, while some practices have not shifted; but ideas about certain practices are
changing, during which conflicts, tensions, ambivalence, uncertainty, negotiation and
compromise are produced. In other words, changes in gender and sexuality in Vietnam
are moving with different rhythms.

In recognition of the contribution of the new emerging middle-class in a modernising
society, the Vietnam Communist Party emphasises the importance of building a new
generation of Vietnamese intelligentsia, defined as: ‘[a] special creative workforce that
contributes to the nation’s industrialisation, modernisation and international integration
in order to form a developed intelligent economy based on a respectful and preservable
national character. Strengthening Vietnamese intelligentsia would directly benefit the
nation’s power’ (Phạm, 2012:06). In line with Communist guidelines, the Vietnam
Women’s Union has advocated that modern Vietnamese women build a ‘happy, equal,
progressive family with sufficient food and warmth’ (gia đình no ấm, bình đẳng, tiến
bộ, hạnh phúc). Nevertheless, to reach this goal, as the present study shows, is a much
more complicated political task that requires the Communist party and the Government
of Vietnam to be inventive in thinking through how to deal with social change when
approaching policy on family, gender, masculinity and sexuality.
As I write these final paragraphs of my thesis, the Vietnam National Assembly is
gathering in Hanoi. One of the pressing issues drawing attention from the mass media in
Vietnam is whether or not to remove prostitution from a current law that regards selling
sex as a form of crime. The most noticeable debate between policy makers and
members of parliament is the double standard between women who sell sex and their
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clients. Nguyễn Hưng (2012:01–02) notes the tension in a parliamentary discussion on
the afternoon session of 30 May, with 70 requests to speak:
There are two opposite views on whether or not people who sell sex should be
kept in rehabitation clinical camps for disease treatment. According to a
Parliament Member (PM), Touneh Drong Minh Thắm, if the current law is
abolished, ‘where sex workers should be housed for re-education, and whether
or not it would reduce the rate of HIV infection?’… [However,] PM Ngô Văn
Minh disagreed with the proposed law because ‘selling sex is not a harmful
behaviour; therefore arrest and isolation of sex workers are too harsh’… PM
Đăng Thị Kim Chi, Phu Yen Province Women’s Union Chairwoman
commented: ‘if people who sell sex need to be isolated for treatment, it is
equally important to isolate those who buy sex, because there is no grounds to
say prostitutes are sources of STIs while his/her clients are not’. The comment
by this female PM made the audience [mostly men] burst out laughing.

The comment of PM Đặng Thị Kim Chi exposed and challenged the gender double
standard that has been embedded in Vietnamese culture and is often still taken for
granted. This study confirms that men’s entitlement to extramarital sex and their sexist
views of women’s bodies and sexuality need to be addressed at policy level and
included as part of formal education in Vietnam, in order to bring about changes in
values and practices among future Vietnamese generations and so move towards a more
equitable gender order.
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Appendices
Appendix 1: Informants’ bibliography
Luat, 35, was born in a country province south of Hanoi, but moved to Hanoi for study
and then work. He established his own business in 2006 specialising in training and
education services for administrative management. He got married six years ago to a
woman, Hong, from Hanoi. Before marriage, Hong taught English at a university, then
she quit that job to join Luat in overseeing their business. The couple has a three-yearold daughter.
Hieu, 31, was born and brought up in a family of coal miners. He is a stockbroker in
Hanoi. He married Mai in 2005, a woman from a provincial working-class family and
they have a three-year-old son. Mai is an accountant working for a government-owned
company. Hieu, Mai and their son live with his parents in Hanoi.
Khoa, 35, is a Hanoi-born man from an intellectual family. He spent eight years
working as a lecturer for a business college before recently moving into the business
sector as a manager for a telecommunications company. Khoa married Lan, who was
his classmate. Lan is two years younger and works for a television station. The couple
has not had a child yet and they are undergoing treatment for in-vitro fertilisation.
Tat, 35, was born in a semi-urban village in the outer district of Hanoi into a family of
three sons. At the age of 15, he moved to the inner city for study. He is currently a
lecturer in economics at a college in Hanoi. Previously, he held several positions
working for the government and private companies, and then as owner of his own
business. Tat married Hien, a kindergarten teacher from Hanoi, in 2004 and they have a
four-year-old daughter. The couple lives in a small house near Hien’s parents.
Duc, 35, comes from Hanoi. He earned an engineering degree in information
technology in 1996 and found a job at a government office as an IT manager. In 2002,
he married Oanh, who is also a government employee and was raised in Hanoi. The
couple has a five-year-old boy and was expecting the birth of their second child early in
2009.
Linh, 29, is a stockbroker in Hanoi. He comes from a middle-class family from a rural
province east of Hanoi. He married a young woman from Hanoi, Trang, and they have
no children yet. Although his wife fell pregnant three times, extrauterine problems
caused a miscarriage and two surgeries. Consequently, one of her ovaries was removed.
As per Linh’s suggestion, Trang recently resigned her job as a customer service officer
at an airlines agent to have time for recovery.
Bao, 31, comes from a well-off family in Hanoi. He is a manager in a construction
company. He was married in 2003 to a high-school classmate, Oanh, who is a
schoolteacher. The couple have a one-year-old son and they live in the centre of the city
with his parents.
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Phu, 33, is a Hanoi-born man from a working class family. He is an engineer working
for a bank as a network administrator. In 2003, he married Hue, a woman from an
intellectual family in Hanoi. Hue is working for a foreign investment company as an
administrator after earning a BA in English. Phu and Hue have two sons—one is five
and the other is one year old. They live near his parents in the suburb where he grew up.
Giang, 37, was born in a country district of Hanoi. After high school, he went to a
college specialising in nursing. He graduated in 2000. He then worked for an army
clinic for six years before moving to his current position as a nurse at a hospital in the
city. He married a college classmate, Ngoc, who is also a nurse and they have two
children—a son and a daughter.
Cong, 31, was born in a working-class family in Hanoi. He has a degree in commercial
trading and works for a commercial bank in Hanoi as a manager. Cong married Phuong,
a high school classmate, in 2004 and they have a four-year-old son. Phuong works as a
manager for her father’s business. At the time of the interview, Phuong was expecting
their second child. Cong and his family live with his mother in the city.
Hoang, 37, is from a mountainous town far north of Hanoi. He has a medical degree and
a Master’s degree in nutrition. He recently quit his position at a government academic
institute where he worked for more than ten years, to set up a private company working
on nutrition. In 2000, he married Nga, a French teacher from Hanoi, and they have two
children—a son (eight years old) and a daughter (two years old).
Phuoc, 34, was born in a northern delta province. He is an engineer working for the
army. In 2003, Phuoc married Tam, a young woman from the same hometown. Tam has
a degree in English and works as a librarian in Hanoi. The couple lives in a workingclass neighbourhood in the city and they have no children yet.
Thanh, 36, comes from a divorced family in a province in eastern Hanoi. He is a
lecturer at a military academy in Hanoi. Thanh has been married for nine years and has
two sons (one aged eight years and the other a newborn). His wife, Tuyet, works as an
accountant for a labour export company in Hanoi. The couple lives in a modern
apartment in a southern suburb of the city.
Nam, 38, comes from a middle-class family from Hanoi. He has an MBA and currently
works as a senior manager of a government institute. He married a woman from Hanoi,
Lien, five years ago and they have a son who is four years of age. His wife is also
working for the government.
Tiep, 33, was born and brought up in the countryside in an intellectual, middle-class
family. He moved to Hanoi for study and later for his career. He works for a Japanese
company as a department manager. His wife, Tham, is a university lecturer—a woman
from his home village. The couple lives with his parents and they have a four-year-old
son.
Dinh, 26, a stockbroker, is the youngest participant in this study. Dinh comes from an
intellectual family in Hanoi (his parents earned graduate degrees). Last year, he married
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a long-time schoolmate, Cuc, a primary-school teacher. The couple lives in a rented
apartment in downtown Hanoi. At the time of this interview, Dinh’s wife was pregnant
and the couple was looking forward to the birth of their first child in about four weeks.
Quoc, 29, was born in a province but raised in Hanoi in a middle-class family. He has
an engineering degree and works for a government-owned company as an IT manager.
Three months before the interview, Quoc married Van, a long-time colleague from
Hanoi. Van works for a private company as an accountant. The couple lives with
Quoc’s parents and they have no children.
Vu, 29, was born into a working-class family living on the outskirts of Hanoi. Vu is an
English teacher. He has a master’s degree. He married a woman from a mining province
a year ago. His wife, Huyen, has a bachelor’s degree and works for an import-export
company in Hanoi. The couple does not have a child yet and they live with Vu’s
parents.
Manh, 30, is a Hanoi-born man from an intellectual family. He is an engineer and
recently gained a master’s degree. He works for the government as a senior consultant.
Last year he married Yen, a woman he dated online when she was studying overseas
doing her MBA. Yen is now a recruiter working for an international corporation in
Hanoi. The couple have no children yet.
Xuan, 30, comes from a middle-class family in Hanoi. He is a customer service
manager for a private company. A year ago, he married a colleague, Quyen, who is an
accountant. The couple has a four-month old son and they live with Xuan’s parents.
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Appendix 2: Fieldtrip workplan
Investigator: Cuong Manh La, PhD candidate
ARCSHS, Faculty of Health Sciences
La Trobe University
Email:
mcla@students.latrobe.edu.au
lamanhcuong@gmail.com
Address:
No. 46, Lane 208, Giai Phong Road, Hanoi, Vietnam
Phone:
+84 4 3868 6001

The study title: ‘Social construction of masculinity as seen through the lenses of gender
and sexuality in contemporary Vietnam’
The purpose of this fieldtrip is to collect data for the PhD project. This study aims to
investigate how young. married, middle-class Vietnamese men in Hanoi are making
sense of what they would like and do sexually in the context of rapid social change in
contemporary Vietnam. The fieldwork will be conducted in Hanoi, Vietnam and last for
8 months from May to December, 2009. Three field methods will be applied for data
collection: collecting documents on public media; observations of social venues; and indepth interviews with 20 men in Hanoi.
For documents, the researcher is going to visit a number of institutions, libraries and
attend study–related meetings and events organised by these institutions. The list of
institutions is: Population Council Library; World Bank; Care International; Institute of
Social Development Studies; Consultation of Investment in Health Promotion; Vietnam
Academy of Social Sciences; UNDP/UNAIDS/UNFPA Library; Hanoi School of Public
Health; Vietnam Museum of Ethnology; Vietnam Literature Institute. The process of
documentation will last about four months.
For observations, the researcher will visit a number of potential venues: pubs and bars,
discotheques, cafés, karaoke bars, gymnasiums, tennis courts, etc. The observations will
last about two months.
The interviews will be conducted at an interview room at the researcher’s office at the
Hanoi School of Public Health. It will take about two to three months to complete 20
interviews.
The researcher will return to La Trobe University Campus on 31 December 2009 to start
the data analysis and writing his dissertation.
For further queries, please contact the researcher via email, phone or postal address as
mentioned above.
Investigator’s signature:
Cuong Manh La
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Appendix 3: In-depth interview guideline (English)
Project title: Social construction of masculinity as seen through the lenses of gender and sexuality in contemporary Vietnam
Investigator: Cuong Manh La, PhD candidate
Australian Research Centre in Sex, Health and Society, La Trobe University

Themes

Potential prompt questions

Background
information
What do your extended family and your hometown look like?
Tell me about your current family? (members/house/time at home)?
What does it mean to come from that particular background?
What educational qualifications have you earned?
Tell me about your current work history briefly?
How is your social life?
Married life
How long have you been married?
How did you come to make your decision to get married?
Tell me what your married life is like? What are the good things and bad things about your marriage?

233

Can you describe your wife?
What does it mean to have a wife?
What do you think about being a husband?
Fatherhood
When did you first become a father?
Being a father – what does it mean to you?
What is different between being a father and being a mother?
How important is it to you to have children?
Do you see any changes in women’s role as parents recently?
Social ideals
What do you think are the ideal qualities in a wife?
What do you think are the ideal qualities in a husband?
What makes a woman sexually attractive? And what is an ideal body of a Vietnamese woman?
What makes a man sexually attractive? What is an ideal body of a Vietnamese man?
How are women and men different sexually?
Is sexual fidelity in marriage important? To whom? And why?
Do you think the sexual behaviour of your generation has changed from the sexual behaviour of your parents’
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generation?
If so, how has it changed? If so, why has it changed?
Early experience
What was your first relationship like? What age did you first feel sexual attraction to the opposite or same sex? What
did you imagine when you felt that attraction?
How did your first sexual activity come about?
Tell me about your thoughts and feelings when you first had sex?
What happened next? Tell me about other sexual relationships involved in your life after your first sex?
Current sex life
How would you describe your sex life now?
How often would you like to have sex?
How often do you actually have sex?
Does your wife want to have sex as often as you?
If you do not have sex as often as you want, what is the barrier to having more sex?
What sex acts are the ones you most like? Now tell me about a typical event when you were satisfied with your
sexual activities? What did you or your partner do to make you satisfied?
Are there sexual experiences you only have with your wife? Why?
Are there sexual experiences that you do not have with your wife that you do have with other sexual partners? Why?
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How important are skills in sexual performance to you?
What is your view of a woman who is skilful in love-making?
How does your early sexual experience contribute to your sex life currently?
Is the internet related to your sex life in some way? How?
What do you think about men who have sex with men? Do you have any experience of this?
Sex outside marriage
Have you ever been in an affair or had sex outside marriage? How did this happen?
Have you had sexual experiences with sex workers? How did these come about?
Could you describe the most important lessons you learned through experiencing sex either in affairs or with sex
workers outside of marriage?
Has sex outside of marriage affected your married life? How? Are there any limits that stop you from developing
relationships outside of marriage?
What would you think if your wife/partner was having an affair?
Where do you go when having sex with other women? What spaces? What are the risks both socially or with regard
to health? Have you been found out by your wife?
How would you see your sex life over the next 10 years? How would you compare the person you hope to be and the
person you see yourself as now?
Ending Questions
After having these experiences, what advice would you give to someone who has just begun his sex life?
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Tell me about the strengths that you have discovered or developed though different relationships. What do you most
value about yourself now? What do others most value in you? Are you happy with your body? If you could change
anything about your body, what would you change? Do you consume beauty products (hair, bath, cream…)?
Tell me how you view modernisation in Vietnam today?
Is there anything that you might not have thought about before that has occurred to you during this interview?
Is there anything else you think I should know to understand you better?
Is there anything you would like to ask me?
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Appendix 4: In-depth interview guideline (Vietnamese)
Hướng dẫn phỏng vấn sâu

Chủ đề

Câu hỏi gợi ý

Thông tin cơ bản
Xin anh kể vài nét về gia đình và miền quê nơi bạn sinh ra, lớn lên?
Vài nét về gia đình nhỏ hiện tại của bạn? (members/house/time at home)?
Với gốc gác/xuất thân của bạn (gia đình/quê hương) có nói lên điều gì không? Có tạo nên điều gì khác biệt (khi bạn sinh sống
tại Hà nội) không? Có khó khăn/thuận lợi so với những người sinh ra lớn lên ở HN (ở ngoại tỉnh)?
Trình độ chuyên môn/bằng cấp được đào tạo?
Anh có thể mô tả tóm tắt công việc hiện tại của anh?
Ngoài gia đình, công việc, đời sống ngoài xã hội của anh được tô điểm bằng những hoạt động/ mảng QHXH nào? Anh quan
tâm tới điều gì ngoài xã hội?
Cuộc sống gia đình

Anh lập gia đình được bao lâu rồi?

Bây giờ tôi sẽ hỏi anh (Nhớ lại thời điểm trước khi cưới) Quyết định cưới của anh diễn ra ntn? Điều gì dẫn anh tới quyết định cưới?
về c/s gia đình nhé.
Kể cho tôi nghe về c/s gia đình của anh? Điều gì anh cho là HAY và điều gì theo anh là CHƯA ĐƯỢC từ cuộc sống hôn nhân
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của anh?
Anh nói gì về vợ mình? Cô ấy là người như thế nào?
Thế nào là một người vợ TỐT? Thế nào là một người vợ TỒI? (Theo anh là một người vợ có nghĩa là gì?)
Anh nghĩ thế nào về vai trò làm chồng của mình?
Trải nghiệm làm cha

Trải nghiệm làm cha lần đầu tiên của anh ntn?
Làm cha—điều đó có ý nghĩa gì đối với anh? How did becoming a father change your relationship with your wife?
Theo anh, làm một người cha có gì khác với làm một người mẹ?
Có con cái có phải là điều quan trọng với anh không? Cụ thể ntn? Con trai/con gái?
Anh có đồng ý với nhận định rằng có những thay đổi trong vai trò của người phụ nữ đang diễn ra ngày nay so sánh với vai trò
phụ nữ thế hệ cha mẹ anh? Theo anh cụ thể là những thay đổi nào? Anh nghĩ gì về những thay đổi đó?

Phẩm chất người
chồng/ vợ lý tưởng

Một người vợ lý tưởng cần có những phẩm chất gì?

Một người chồng lý tưởng có những phẩm chất gì?
Điều gì làm nên một người phụ nữ hấp dẫn về tình dục? Thế nào là một thân hình phụ nữ Việt lý tưởng?
Điều gì làm cho người đàn ông trở nên hấp dẫn về tình dục? Thế nào là một thân hình đàn ông Việt lý tưởng?
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Vẻ hấp dẫn về tình dục giữa nam và nữ có gì khác nhau?
Chung thủy trong tình dục có quan trong không? Điều đó áp dụng với ai? Tại sao?
Anh có cho rằng đời sống tình dục có sự khác biệt giữa thế hệ của anh và thế hệ của cha mẹ anh không? Những khác biệt đó là
gì? Tại sao?
Trải nghiệm tình
yêu/tình dục trước
khi kết hôn

Kể cho tôi nghe về mối tình đầu của anh? Ở tuổi nào anh nhận thấy sức hút tình dục với người khác phái? Lúc đó anh tưởng
tượng/ hình dung ra điều gì?

Hãy kể cho tôi nghe về trải nghiệm tình dục của anh lần đầu tiên? Anh đã nghĩ gì và cảm nhận thế nào về lần đầu tiên ấy?
Sau lần QHTD đó mọi chuyện diễn ra tiếp theo ntn? Kể cho tôi về những trải nghiệm tình dục sau lần đầu tiên đó với những
bạn tình khác của anh?
Đời sống tình dục
hiện tại

Anh nhìn nhận thế nào về đời sống tình dục hiện tại của mình?
Bao lâu thì anh ham muốn/mong muốn có QH tình dục? Một tuần anh mong muốn có bao nhiêu lần QHTD?
Tần suất quan hệ tình dục thực tế diễn ra ntn? Có đáp ứng được mong muốn của anh không? Chất lượng của những lần quan
hệ tình dục đó ra sao?
Vợ anh có mong muốn QHTD với tần suất mà anh mong muốn không?
Nếu anh không có QHTD như mong muốn, điều gì ngăn cản anh có thêm QHTD?
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Hiện nay hai vợ chồng có tránh thai không? Biện pháp gì? Ai chịu trách nhiệm?
‘Động tác’ tình dục nào anh thích thú nhất? kể cho tôi nghe một câu chuyện cụ thể về lần mà anh thấy thỏa mãn về tình dục?
Anh và bạn tình đã làm gì để thỏa mãn? Không gian, hoàn cảnh nào anh thích có QHTD nhất?
Những trải nghiệm tình dục nào mà anh chỉ có với vợ? Tại sao?
Những trải nghiệm tình dục nào mà anh không có với vợ anh mà anh có được với những bạn tình khác? Tại sao?
Khả năng/ kỹ năng làm tình có quan trọng đối với nam giới nói chung không? Với anh thì sao?
Anh nghĩ gì về một phụ nữ rất thành thạo kỹ thuật ‘chăn gối’?
Những kinh nghiệm tình dục trong quá khứ góp phần ntn trong đời sống tình dục hiện tại của anh?
Liệu INTERNET có dính dáng gì tới những trải nghiệm đời sống tình dục của anh không? Cụ thể là gì?
Anh nghĩ gì về những người đàn ông QHTD đồng tính? Anh có kinh nghiệm gì về chuyện này không?
Tình dục ngoài hôn
nhân

Anh đã bao giờ ngoại tình chưa? Chuyện ấy xảy ra trong hoàn cảnh nào? Địa điểm nào? Anh đã xây dựng những mqh này như
thế nào? (ngoại tình được hiểu là có mqh có tình cảm trong đó).
QHTD giữa vợ và Bồ có gì giống/khác nhau? số lượng/Chất lượng?Không gian làm tình có gì khác nhau giữa ở nhà và ở nhà
nghỉ/ nhà bồ…?
Anh có sử dụng bao cao su khi quan hệ tình dục với (những) người tình này không? Mối quan hệ này có ảnh hưởng tới c/s gia
đình của anh không? Có điều gì ngăn cản anh trong việc phát triển những mối quan hệ tình cảm ngoài hôn nhân?
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Anh có bao giờ có trải nghiệm tình dục với phụ nữ mại dâm? Chuyện ấy xảy ra ntn? Kể cho tôi nghe lần anh đi chơi gái đầu
tiên (lần gần đây nhất) ntn? Anh có sử dụng bao cao su khi QHTD với gái mại dâm? Có khi nào không dùng hoặc bao bị rách/
thủng? QHTD với gái mại dâm có gì giống và khác với QHTD với vợ? Với bồ? Về không gian, thời gian, địa điểm?
QHTD với gái mại dâm có ảnh hưởng ntn tới cuộc sống hôn nhân? Ảnh hưởng sức khỏe của anh và thành viên gia đình? khía
cạnh xã hội/ đạo đức? Điều gì cản trở anh tiến tới những mối quan hệ ngoài hôn nhân?
Anh có thể cho biết bài học quý giá nhất mà anh học hỏi được qua những trải nghiệm tình dục của mình (không phân biệt là
với ai)?
Anh nghĩ gì nếu vợ anh ngoại tình? Điều gì sẽ xảy ra nếu anh phát hiện ra vợ anh ngoại tình? Liệu kết cục có khác với việc
anh bị vợ phát hiện ra rằng anh có ngoại tình?
Anh hình dung thế nào về c/s tình dục của mình trong 10 năm nữa? So sánh giữa con người anh 10 năm sau với con người
anh hiện tại, có điều gì khác nhau?
Kết thúc phỏng vấn

Với những kinh nghiệm có được, anh có lời khuyên nào cho nam thanh niên mới bước vào đời sống tình dục?
Đâu là thế mạnh nào của bản thân do anh khám phá hoặc hình thành phát triển qua trải nghiệm với các mối quan hệ? Đâu là
giá trị bản thân mà anh coi trọng nhất? Mọi người thường đề cao anh ở những giá trị nào?
Anh có hài lòng về cơ thể mình? Nếu có thể thay đổi cơ thể, anh muốn thay đổi điểm gì? Anh có sử dụng các sản phẩm sắc
đẹp không (cho tóc, da: nước hoa, gel, sữa tắm, kem dưỡng da…)?
Quan điểm của anh khi nhìn về quá trình hiện đại hóa đang diễn ra ở Việt nam hiện nay là gì?
Có điều gì mà anh chợt nảy sinh trong khi phỏng vấn mà anh muốn chia sẻ không?
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Có điều gì mà anh cho rằng tôi nên biết để có thể hiểu anh hơn?
Có câu hỏi nào mà anh muốn dành hỏi tôi không?
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Appendix 5: Information and consent form – Interviews
(English)
215 Franklin Street
Melbourne
Victoria 3000
Australia
T +61 3 9285 5382
F +61 3 9285 5220
Division of Health Research
Faculty of Health Sciences

Information and consent form—interviews
Title: Social construction of masculinity as seen through the lenses of gender and
sexuality in contemporary Vietnam
Investigator: Cuong Manh La, PhD Candidate
Australian Research Centre in Sex, Health and Society
La Trobe University
Level 1, 215 Franklin Street
Melbourne, VIC 3000, Australia
Tel:
+61 3 82855 5382 (Australia) Email: mcla@students.latrobe.edu.au
+84 4 3868 600 (Vietnam)

You are invited to participate in an interview about your experience relative to your
marriage, fatherhood and sexual relationships. The interview is an important data source
of my doctoral research. This research aims to investigate how young, married, middleclass men in Hanoi are making sense of what they would like and do sexually in the
context of rapid social change in contemporary Vietnam. This study is funded by the
Ford Foundation and managed by the Centre for Educational Exchange with Vietnam.
Participating in this study is voluntary. You have full rights to decide whether or not to
participate in the study. I would like to hear your experiences regarding your married
life and your intimate relationships. As a participant, you will attend an interview which
will last for 1 hour and a half at the interview room, Hanoi School of Public Health, 138
Giang Vo, Hanoi or at a venue of your choice. The interview will be digitally audiorecorded then transcribed into text to serve the purpose of analysis. All steps of this
process will be conducted confidentially. For your travel expenses, you will be paid
VND 100,000 (AUD $ 8).
During the interview, the identity of any persons you name in the discussion will be
kept totally confidential and will not be recorded in the report. I expect to discuss a
range of issues; however, you will not be required to discuss anything that you find
uncomfortable and can stop the interview at any point. You are free to withdraw your
consent for your information to be used in this research project up to one month from
today. You need to inform the researcher by email or telephone. You then will be asked
to complete a ‘Withdrawal of consent form’.
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As a researcher, I acknowledge that sexuality is a sensitive issue. After the interview,
you might wish to discuss any issues that concern you or wish to seek further
information about these issues. For this reason, I will provide you with a list of
resources and agencies that can deal with these issues confidentially in more detail.
As an investigator, I will be the only person who will see the interview record. The
information will not be discussed in any way that could identify you. To ensure
confidentiality, each interviewee is given a code number. This list of interviewees and
their code numbers is kept in a locked filing cabinet. The interview file and typed-up
transcript only carries your code number, and not your name. Interview digital files and
transcriptions will be recorded on a DVD and stored in a separate locked filing cabinet.
After the completion of this fieldwork, the data will be analysed and the same rules for
confidentiality will be applied. The data will be destroyed five years after publication of
the dissertation.
Finally, when the results of this study are reported or published or presented at
conferences, you will not be identified in any way. You can obtain a copy of a summary
research report or the transcript of the interview with you by requesting this from the
researcher. If you would like a copy of the completed report, please provide the
researcher with the address to which the report should be sent.
Should you have further queries or wish to lodge a complaint, please contact the
following:

1. Supervisor

2. University Human Ethics Committee
(UHEC)

Professor Gary W. Dowsett
Deputy Director
Australian Research Centre in Sex, Health
and Society

La Trobe University
Victoria 3086
Phone: +61 3 9479 1443
Email: humanethics@latrobe.edu.au

215 Franklin Street
Melbourne, VIC 3000, Australia
Email: g.dowsett@latrobe.edu.au
Phone: +61 3 9285 5199
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Appendix 6: Information and consent form—interviews
(Vietnamese)
215 Franklin Street
Melbourne
Victoria 3000
Australia
T +61 3 9285 5382
F +61 3 9285 5220
Division of Health Research
Faculty of Health Sciences

Thông tin và Thoả thuận tham gia phỏng vấn
Tên đề tài:

Kiến tạo xã hội nam tính nhìn qua lăng kính giới và tình dục
ở Việt Nam đương đại
Điều tra viên: Lã Mạnh Cường, Nghiên cứu sinh tiến sỹ
Trung tâm Nghiên cứu Australia về Tình dục, Sức khoẻ và Xã hội
Đại học tổng hợp La Trobe
Điện thoại:

+61 3 9285 5382 (Australia)
+84 4 3868 6001 (Việt Nam)

Email: mcla@students.latrobe.edu.au

Bạn được mời tham dự buổi phỏng vấn về chủ đề đàn ông và các mối quan hệ tình dục. Phỏng
vấn là nguồn dữ liệu quan trọng của đề tài nghiên cứu tiến sỹ của tôi. Mục đích của nghiên cứu
này nhằm điều tra đàn ông có gia đình, trung lưu, trẻ tuổi ở Hà nội biểu đạt những mong muốn
và trải nghiệm tình dục trong bối cảnh biến đổi xã hội đang diễn ra nhanh chóng tại Việt Nam.
Trong quá trình phỏng vấn, tôi muốn lắng nghe bạn nói về những kinh nghiệm trong cuộc sống
gia đình, trải nghiệm làm cha và những trải nghiệm tình dục của bạn. Dữ liệu thu thập được từ
phỏng vấn sẽ được lưu trữ bảo mật phục vụ cho mục đích nghiên cứu trong tương lai về đàn ông
Việt Nam, bao gồm cả nghiên cứu sau tiến sỹ. Kết quả nghiên cứu này sẽ được báo cáo (một
phần của luận án tiến sỹ), xuất bản và trình bày tại các hội nghị khoa học. Nghiên cứu này được
tài trợ bởi Quỹ Ford và Trường Đại học Tổng hợp La Trobe, Australia.
Tham gia vào nghiên cứu là tự nguyện. Chúng tôi sẽ hỗ trợ bạn 100.000 đồng chi phí đi lại. Nếu
bạn đồng ý tham gia vào nghiên cứu này, bạn sẽ trải qua một cuộc phỏng vấn kéo dài một tiếng
tới một tiếng rưỡi tại phòng phỏng vấn tại Đại học Y tế Công cộng, 138 Giảng Võ, Hà nội, hoặc
tại địa điểm do bạn lựa chọn. Phỏng vấn sẽ được ghi âm kỹ thuật số, đánh máy lại dạng văn bản
sử dụng cho mục đích phân tích dữ liệu. Mọi thông tin được tuyệt đối bảo mật.
Trong quá trình phỏng vấn, thông tin nhận dạng cá nhân về bất cứ người nào bạn nhắc tới trong
cuộc thảo luận được hoàn toàn bảo mật và không lưu lại trong báo cáo nghiên cứu. Tôi dự định
thảo luận một số chủ đề; tuy nhiên, bạn không nhất thiết đề cập đến bất kể điều gì mà bạn không
thoải mái và có thể dừng cuộc phỏng vấn tại bất cứ thời điểm nào. Bạn hoàn toàn có thể rút lại
thoả thuận đồng ý thông tin bạn cung cấp được sử dụng trong nghiên cứu này trong thời gian
một tháng tính từ ngày hôm nay. Trong trường hợp đó bạn cần thông báo cho nghiên cứu viên
qua email hoặc điện thoại. Bạn sẽ nhận được yêu cầu điền và ký nhận vào bản ‘Thoả thuận Rút
khỏi nghiên cứu’.
Với tư cách một nghiên cứu viên, tôi nhận thức được rằng tình dục là một chủ đề nhạy cảm. Sau
cuộc phỏng vấn bạn có thể đề cập tới bất kể chủ đề nào bạn quan tâm hoặc mong muốn tìm
kiếm thêm thông tin. Vì lý do này, chúng tôi sẽ cung cấp danh sách những nguồn thông tin hoặc
những đơn vị có khả năng giải quyết được những vấn đề bạn yêu cầu một cách bảo mật chi tiết
và cụ thể sau.
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Với tư cách một điều tra viên, tôi và giáo sư hướng dẫn của tôi sẽ là những người duy nhất tiếp
cận tới nội dung phỏng vấn này. Thông tin của cuộc phỏng vấn sẽ không được đề cập dưới bất
kỳ hình thức nào để có thể xác định danh tính của bạn. Để bảo mật, mỗi một người được phỏng
vấn sẽ mang một mã số. Danh sách tên và mã số của những người được phỏng vấn sẽ được lưu
trữ trong tủ dữ liệu có khoá bảo vệ. Tệp tin phỏng vấn và văn bản đánh máy phỏng vấn sẽ mang
những mã số chứ không mang tên của bạn. Tệp tin phỏng vấn và bản đánh máy phỏng vấn sẽ
được ghi lại bằng đĩa DVD và lưu trữ tại một tủ dữ liệu riêng biệt có khoá bảo vệ. Sau khi hoàn
thành thu thập số liệu, dữ liệu sẽ được phân tích và những quy tắc bảo mật sẽ được áp dụng lặp
lại. Dữ liệu sẽ được huỷ 5 năm sau khi xuất bản đề tài nghiên cứu này.
Sau cùng, khi kết quả của nghiên cứu này được công bố qua báo cáo hoặc xuất bản hoặc trình
bày tại các hội nghị, danh tính của bạn sẽ vẫn được bảo mật. Bạn có thể đề nghị nghiên cứu viên
cung cấp bản sao tóm tắt báo cáo nghiên cứu hoặc văn bản đánh máy nội dung phỏng vấn với
bạn. Nếu bạn mong muốn nhận được báo cáo đầy đủ xin bạn cung cấp địa chỉ để chúng tôi gửi
tới.
Nếu bạn có thêm yêu cầu hoặc muốn khiếu nại xin liên hệ:
1. Giáo sư hướng dẫn
Giáo sư Gary W. Dowsett
Phó Giám đốc
Trung tâm Nghiên cứu Australia về Tình dục,
Sức khoẻ và Xã hội
Đại học tổng hợp La Trobe
215 Franklin Street
Melbourne, VIC 3000, Australia
Email: g.dowsett@latrobe.edu.au
Phone: +61 3 9285 5199

2. Nhân viên điều phối đạo đức học
Uỷ ban Đạo đức học Nhân văn
Đại học tổng hợp La Trobe, Victoria 3086
Phone: +61 3 9479 1443
Email: humanethics@latrobe.edu.au

THỎA THUẬN
Tôi, _________________________________ (người tham gia phỏng vấn), đã đọc và hiểu rõ
thông tin trên đây, mọi thắc mắc tôi đã hỏi và được trả lời thoả đáng. Tôi đồng ý tham gia vào
nghiên cứu—Biểu đạt tình dục ở đàn ông trưởng thành Việt Nam đương đại—với nhận thức
rằng tôi có thể rút khỏi nghiên cứu này bất kể lúc nào. Tôi đồng ý những thông tin do tôi cung
cấp hoặc với sự chấp thuận của tôi trong thời gian tiến hành dự án nghiên cứu có thể được công
bố, trình bày tại các hội nghị và xuất bản trên các tạp chí với điều kiện danh tính của cá nhân tôi
cũng như của tất cả những cá nhân khác không được phép sử dụng.
Tên của người tham dự: _____________________________
Ký tên: ________________________
Tên của điều tra viên:

Ngày: ______________________________

Lã Mạnh Cường

Ký tên: ________________________

Ngày: ______________________________
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Appendix 7: Advertisement (Vietnamese)
Bạn là Đàn ông có gia đình tuổi 25–40?
Nghiên cứu về Đàn ông Việt đang tìm người tham gia là nam giới có gia đình ở Hà Nội
tuổi từ 25 tới 40.
Chúng tôi muốn lắng nghe những câu chuyện bạn kể về những lần hò hẹn với những
người trước đây, cuộc sống gia đình, những người tình khác và những mối quan hệ gần
gũi của bạn.
Chỉ mất từ một tiếng tới một tiếng rưỡi cho mỗi phỏng vấn cá nhân.
Mọi điều bạn kể sẽ được bảo mật tuyệt đối.
Địa điểm: Đại học Y tế Công cộng, 138 Giảng Võ, Hà nội
(hoặc có thể được xác định sau)
Thời gian: Trong tháng 8/2009
Nếu bạn quan tâm và muốn tham gia hoặc muốn biết thêm thông tin, xin vui lòng gọi
cho Lã Mạnh Cường theo số 0909-405658 hoặc có thể liên hệ qua các kênh sau:
Email:

MenVietMen@gmail.com

YM chat:

MenVietMen@yahoo.com

Skype:

MenVietMen

Trung tâm Nghiên cứu Australia về Tình dục, Sức khoẻ và Xã hội
Đại học tổng hợp La Trobe, Melbourne
http://www.latrobe.edu.au/arcshs/
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Appendix 8: Scanning questions for participants’ recruitment
(Vietnamese)

Câu hỏi sàng lọc – Thông tin nhân khẩu học

BIỂU ĐẠT TÌNH DỤC Ở ĐÀN ÔNG TRƯỞNG THÀNH TRẺ TUỔI TRONG XÃ
HỘI ĐƯƠNG ĐẠI VIỆT NAM

Chào Anh! Cảm ơn anh đã quan tâm tới nghiên cứu này. Để đảm bảo chắc chắn anh
hiểu biết đầy đủ về mục đích của nghiên cứu và đạt yêu cầu tham gia phỏng vấn, tôi
muốn hỏi anh một vài câu hỏi cũng như cung cấp thêm thông tin về nghiên cứu này.
Mục tiêu của nghiên cứu nhằm điều tra đàn ông trung lưu, trẻ và có gia đình tại Hà Nội
về cách biểu đạt những mong muốn và trải nghiệm tình dục trong bối cảnh biến đổi xã
hội đang diễn ra nhanh chóng trong xã hội Việt Nam đương đại.
Xin được hỏi anh:
1. Anh năm nay bao nhiêu tuổi?
2. Anh đã lập gia đình chưa?
3. Hiện anh đang sống cùng ai?
4. Anh đã tốt nghiệp đại học hoặc có bằng cấp tương đương?
5. Hiện tại anh có đang làm việc và có được trả lương?
6. Anh sinh sống ở Hà Nội bao lâu rồi?
7. Anh có biết địa điểm nào thuận tiện và kín đáo để chúng ta có thể bắt đầu trò
chuyện, hoặc nếu muốn chúng ta có thể trò chuyện tại văn phòng tại ĐH Y tế Công
Cộng Hà Nội?
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