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Demographics and a Brief
Historical Perspective

ROBERT T. FRANCOEUR

A. Demographics
Viet nam is the sec ond larg est coun try in South east Asia

af ter In do ne sia. With 127,240 square mile s (329,560 km2),
it is twice the size of the state of Ar i zona, slightly larger than 
Ma lay sia (in clud ing East Ma lay sia), and about 15% smaller 
than Ja pan. Viet nam is bor dered on the north by China, on
the east by the Gulf of Tonkin and the South China Sea, and
on the west by Cam bo dia, Laos, and the Gulf of Thai land.
The coun try ex tends some 1,000 mile s (1,600 km) from
north to south. Its wid est east-to-west point is 370 mile s
(600 km), whereas in some places it is only 30 mile s (50 km) 
wide. The cap i tal, Ha noi (2.194 mil lion), is sit u ated in the
north ern re gion, while the larg est city, Ho Chi Minh City
(4.392 mil lion), the former Saigon, is in the south.

In July 2002, Viet nam had an es ti mated pop u la tion of 81 
mil lion, up from only 47 mil lion in 1975. (All data are from
The World Fact book 2002 (CIA 2002) un less oth er wise
stated.)

Age Dis tri bu tion and Sex Ra tios: 0-14 years: 31.6%
with 1.07 male(s) per fe male (sex ra tio); 15-64 years: 62.9%
with 0.96 male(s) per fe male; 65 years and over: 5.5% with
0.65 male(s) per fe male; To tal pop u la tion sex ra tio: 0.97
male(s) to 1 fe male. Al most 80% of Viet nam ese are under
age 40.

Life Ex pec tancy at Birth: To tal Pop u la tion: 69.86
years; male: 67.4 years; fe male: 72.5 years

Ur ban/Ru ral Dis tri bu tion: 19% to 81%. The ru ral
pop u la tion is con cen trated in the two main rice-grow ing
del tas: the Red River in the north and the Me kong in the

south. In the Red River Delta (ex clud ing Ha noi), pop u la tion 
den sity av er ages 1,170 per square ki lo me ter (0.4 mi2), and
in Thai Binh it rises to 1,230 per square ki lo me ter (0.4 mi2),
among the high est ru ral den si ties in the world. The Me kong
Delta, which is over twice as large as the Red River Delta,
has a far lower pop u la tion den sity at 400 per square ki lo me -
ter (0.4 mi2) and is the source of the rice surpluses that
Vietnam exports.

Eth nic Dis tri bu tion: Viet nam ese: 85% to 90%; Chi -
nese, Hmong, Thai, Chm and moun tain group mi nor i ties.

Re li gious Dis tri bu tion: Bud dhist, Hoa Hao, Cao Dai,
Chris tian (pre dom i nantly Ro man Cath o lic and some Prot -
estant), in dig e nous be liefs, and Muslim

Birth Rate: 20.89 births per 1,000 pop u la tion
Death Rate: 6.14 per 1,000 pop u la tion
In fant Mor tal ity Rate: 29.34 deaths per 1,000 live births
Net Mi gra tion Rate: –0.47 mi grant(s) per 1,000 pop u -

la tion
To tal Fer til ity Rate: 2.44 chil dren born per woman
Pop u la tion Growth Rate: 1.43%
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HIV/AIDS (1999 est.): Adult prev a lence: 0.24%; Per -
sons liv ing with HIV/AIDS: 100,000; Deaths: 2,500. (For
ad di tional de tails from www.UNAIDS.org, see end of Sec -
tion 10B.)

Lit er acy Rate (de fined as those age 15 and over who can 
read and write): 93.7% (male: 96.5%, fe male: 91.2%) (1995
est.); ed u ca tion is free and com pul sory from age 6 to 11

Per Ca pita Gross Do mes tic Prod uct (pur chas ing
power par ity): $2,100 (2001 est.); In fla tion: –0.3%; Un em -
ploy ment: 25% (1995 est.); Liv ing be low the pov erty line:
37% (1998 est.)

Tra di tion ally, ed u ca tion has been of great im por tance to
the Viet nam ese, and the State has al ways set aside a sig nif i -
cant por tion of its bud get for ed u ca tion. Al though ac cess to
higher lev els of ed u ca tion has been lim ited, the in tro duc tion 
of near-uni ver sal pri mary ed u ca tion has pro duced a high lit -
er acy rate. Ac cord ing to the 1999 World Bank fig ures, 83%
of the pop u la tion over 15 years old was lit er ate. [Com ment
2001: The mean ing of “lit er ate” is not spec i fied, whether
this means able to write one’s name, or able to read a news -
pa per. (End of com ment by R. T. Francoeur)] In ru ral ar eas,
the ed u ca tion sys tem has been nearly as well de vel oped as
in ur ban ar eas, par tic u larly in the north: 87% of the ru ral
pop u la tion was literate in 1989 compared with 95% of the
urban population.

Viet nam has a good re cord in pro vid ing health care, as
mea sured by such in di ca tors as life ex pec tancy, in fant mor -
tal ity, and the num ber of doc tors per cit i zen. Af ter 1954, the
gov ern ment set up a pub li c-health in fra struc ture, which
reached down to ham let level. This sys tem was ex tended to
the south af ter re uni fi ca tion in 1976. In the late 1980s, a
com bi na tion of re form fac tors, bud get ary con straints, the
de ci sion to shift more re spon si bil ity for health care fi nanc -
ing to the prov inces, the re duced so cial role of ag ri cul tural
co op er a tives in 1988, and the in tro duc tion of fees in 1989,
be gan to af fect the qual ity of health care. By 1996, the gov -
ern ment was de vot ing only 1% of the gross do mes tic prod -
uct to health spend ing, and 85% of all spending on health
services came from private sources.

Viet nam has one of the most com plex ethnolinguistic
pat terns in Asia. About 50 dif fer ent eth nic mi nor i ties make
up more than 10% of the pop u la tion, while ap prox i mately
87% of the pop u la tion is eth nic Viet nam ese (Kinh). The
Viet nam ese were sig nif i cantly Sinicized dur ing a mil len -
nium of Chi nese rule. Viet nam ese, one of the Mo n-Khmer
lan guages of the Austro-Asi atic lan guage fam ily, ex hib its
strong Chi nese in flu ence. Di verse cul tural tra di tions, geo -
graphic vari a tions, and his tor i cal events have cre ated dis -
tinct tra di tional re gions within the coun try. The gen eral top -
o graphic di chot omy of high land and low land re gions also
has ethnolinguistic sig nif i cance: The low lands gen er ally
have been oc cu pied by eth nic Viet nam ese, while the high -
lands have been home to nu mer ous smaller eth nic groups
that dif fer cul tur ally and lin guis ti cally from the Viet nam -
ese. The high land peo ples can be di vided into the north ern
eth nic groups, with af fin i ties to peo ples in south ern China,
and the south ern high land pop u la tions, with ties to the Mo n-
Khmer and Aus tro ne sian peo ples of Cam bo dia, In do ne sia,
and elsewhere in Southeast Asia (see Section 13, Sexual
Attitudes and Behaviors among Ethnic Minorities).

A north-south vari a tion also evolved among the eth nic
Viet nam ese as they ex panded south ward from the Red
River Delta along the coastal plain and into the Me kong
River Delta. The Viet nam ese them selves have long made a
dis tinc tion be tween the north ern re gion, with Ha noi as its
cul tural cen ter, the cen tral re gion, with the tra di tional royal
cap i tal of Hue, and the south ern re gion, with Sai gon (Ho
Chi Minh City) as its ur ban cen ter. The French also di vided

Viet nam into three parts: the north ern Tonkin, the cen tral
Annam, and Cochinchina in the south. Of fi cial ef forts to
move fam i lies from the densely pop u lated ar eas to the “new
eco nomic zones” in the Cen tral High lands have tended to
marginalize the mi nor ity groups liv ing there, in addition to
causing ecological stress.

The once size able over seas Chi nese com mu nity, which
was largely con cen trated in the south, was de pleted af ter
many de cided to leave the coun try as “boat peo ple” when
the gov ern ment closed down pri vate busi nesses in 1978.
The 1989 cen sus counted 962,000 Chi nese, barely changed
from the 949,000 re corded in the 1979 cen sus. But as else -
where in South east Asia, the Chi nese mi nor ity wields great
in flu ence in the econ omy. Ho Chi Minh City alone is es ti -
mated to have about half a mil lion Can ton ese-speak ing eth -
nic Chinese residents.

Viet nam ese is the of fi cial lan guage. Al though the Viet -
nam ese lan guage is dis tinct, it nev er the less can be de -
scribed as a fu sion of Mo n-Khmer, Tai, and Chi nese el e -
ments. The mi nor i ties have lan guages of their own, and the
Con sti tu tion guar an tees their right to use these lan guages
be fore the courts. Eng lish is gain ing pop u lar ity as a sec ond
lan guage, whereas many peo ple still speak French, Rus -
sian, and Ger man. In the early 17th cen tury, Cath o lic mis -
sion ar ies in tro duced chu quôc ngu (“na tional writ ten lan -
guage”) us ing an adapted form of the West ern al pha bet. The 
four let ters, f, j, w, and z, are omit ted, and ac cents are added.
The re sul tant chu quôc ngu was made pop u lar by the French 
and has been used of fi cially since 1918. In Viet nam ese,
quite a few words are spelled in the same way. Dif fer ences
in mean ing re sult through pro nun ci a tion: e.g., ca (to sing),
cà (egg plant), and cá (fish).

The names of the au thors, re search ers, in sti tu tions, ti tles
of books, and lo ca tions oc cur ring in this chap ter are writ ten
in the form in which they were used in the in ter na tion al re -
search lit er a ture. In or der to fa cil i tate lit er a ture searches,
Viet nam ese au thors are re ferred to in ex actly the writ ing of
their names in the quoted ar ti cles and books. To avoid con fu -
sion for the non-Viet nam ese us ers of the In ter na tion al En cy -
clo pe dia of Sex u al ity, who might not know what the fam ily,
mid dle, and first names are, we also did not al ter the or der of
the three parts of the names, but used the form we found.

B. A Brief Historical Perspective
The two most char ac ter is tic fea tures of Viet nam’s his -

tory are the coun try’s strug gle against for eign oc cu pa tion
and in ter ven tion, which has been go ing on for a good part of
the last 2,000 years, and the abil ity of the Viet nam ese peo -
ple to learn from their oc cu pants and fi nally over come the
for eign rule. The in vad ers were mostly, but not ex clu sively
the Han Chi nese, who ruled Viet nam for over 1,000 years
from 111 B.C.E. to the 15th cen tury. The Chi nese were also
in power dur ing the wars be tween the Monguls and the
Cham state, from 1428 to 1672, when Le Loi ex pelled the
Chi nese and was crowned em peror. In the mid dle of the
19th cen tury, the French be gan in ter ven ing in the coun try’s
af fairs on a large scale. Within ten years of seiz ing Sai gon,
they had taken con trol of the whole coun try, which they
gov erned as a col ony and in cor po rated into French Indo -
china in spite of resistance from the Vietnamese.

Af ter 1940, when France sur ren dered to Ger many in
World War II, the Vichy gov ern ment had to ac cept the pres -
ence of Jap a nese troops in Viet nam, al though the Vichy gov -
ern ment con tin ued to gov ern the col ony. Dur ing this pe ri od,
Ho Chi Minh founded the Viet Minh, a na tion al ist lib er a tion
move ment in spired by com mu nist ide als, whose aim was to
free Viet nam from for eign rule. A few months be fore the Jap -
a nese were de feated and fi nally sur ren dered to the Al lied
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forces in Sep tem ber 1945, the Viet Minh took di rect con trol
from the French, and Ho Chi Minh de clared the Dem o cratic
Re pub lic of Vietnam independent on 2 September 1945.

Af ter the end of World War II, the French de ployed a sub -
stan tial num ber of troops and fought the Viet Minh, led again
by Ho Chi Minh, in or der to re gain con trol over Viet nam. The 
French were de feated de ci sively in 1954 at Dien Bien Phu
and were forced to with draw af ter they had dom i nated Viet -
nam for al most 100 years. How ever, the Viet Minh con -
trolled only the north ern part of Viet nam. The es tab lish ment
of a sec ond gov ern ment, led by Ngo Dinh Diem in Sai gon,
led to the sep a ra tion of the coun try into North and South
Viet nam along the 17th par al lel, the lat ter backed by the
United States. Un der the in flu ence of the Ko rean War and the 
so-called dom ino the ory, the United States gave South Viet -
nam po lit i cal and mil i tary sup port against North Viet nam ese
at tempts to take over the south. The United States’ in volve -
ment grad u ally grew from a few ad vis ers to hun dreds of
thou sands of ground troops to fight the Na tional Lib er a tion
Front, oth er wise known as Viet Cong. Nev er the less, the Viet
Cong and the North Viet nam ese pre vailed. In 1973, the
United States signed a treaty with North Viet nam that pro -
vided for with drawal of all Amer i can ground troops and
aimed at re stor ing peace. Af ter the Amer i can with drawal, the 
gov ern ment of South Viet nam crum bled rap idly and the
North took con trol in 1975, end ing a war that had lasted
nearly 30 years. In July 1976, the nation was reunited, and
the Socialist Republic of Vietnam was established.

Im por tant events since the re uni fi ca tion of the coun try
in clude a bor der war with China in 1979 and Viet nam’s in -
va sion of Cam bo dia the year be fore. Viet nam fi nally with -
drew its troops from Cam bo dia in 1989. Per haps the key
fea ture, though, was the coun try’s eco nomic de te ri o ra tion
and its dire po si tion by the mid 1980s. The break through
came at the end of 1986 with the in tro duc tion of the doi moi,
or ren o va tion pol icy. The aim was to move from a cen trally
planned to a mar ket econ omy while still re tain ing the so -
cial ist po lit i cal struc ture. The in tro duc tion of the new for -
eign in vest ment law in De cem ber 1987, al low ing and en -
cour ag ing for eign in vest ment, was a ma jor step from which
all the cur rent ex cite ment in the in ter na tion al busi ness com -
mu nity has stemmed. Par al lels have been drawn to China’s
ex pe ri ence. Such has been the ra pid ity and the strength of
the pro cess, that the near-to tal with drawal of So viet aid in
1991 and the col lapse of the COMECON trad ing bloc,
which should in theory have cut away the great majority of
Vietnam’s trade, had little effect.

There is now far greater open ness to wards for eign coun -
tries in gen eral, and im proved re la tions with other South east
Asian and West ern na tions in par tic u lar. Viet nam be came a
full mem ber of the As so ci a tion of South east Asian Na tions
(ASEAN) at the meet ing in Brunei in July 1995. Full dip lo -
matic re la tions with the United States were re es tab lished in
July 1995, some 20 years after the fall of Saigon.

Nev er the less, Viet nam is in des per ate need of for eign in -
ves tors. Over the last six years, the in flow of for eign cap i tal
dwin dled from US$3 bil lion to lit tle more than US$500 mil -
lion since Viet nam lost its priv i leged po si tion as fa vor ite of
West ern in ves tors be cause of the mul ti ple do mes tic and ex -
ter nal trad ing re stric tions and wide spread cor rup tion. Many 
for eign in ves tors have left the coun try in frus tra tion, ac -
cord ing to the Neue Züricher Zeitung (7/14/2000). The sit u -
a tion might change as a re sult of nor mal iza tion of trade re la -
tions be tween the U.S. and Viet nam in 2000, which opened
the Viet nam ese mar ket for Amer i can in ves tors in such im -
por tant key sec tors as tele com mu ni ca tions and fi nan cial
ser vices. Still, Viet nam is one of the world’s poor est coun -
tries. Its av er age per ca pita gross do mes tic prod uct is es ti -

mated to be about US$150 per year; the stat u tory min i mum
wage is US$35 per month in Ho Chi Minh City and Ha noi
and US$30 else where for lo cal em ploy ees em ployed by for -
eign in vested en ter prises. The eco nomic re forms dur ing the
last few years have per mit ted some peo ple to fare better in
the pri vate sec tor, but over all liv ing stan dards still re main
low. Viewed in this light, it is ev i dent that, even with an in -
fla tion rate de creased from al most 400% in 1988 to 17% in
1995, it will be many years be fore Viet nam co mes close to
reach ing the fi nan cial strength at trib uted to some of its
Asian neighbors—especially since the growth rate for 1999
dwindled to 3% from an official estimate of 5.8% in 1998.

Real house hold in come per head rose by 5% in 1995 and
4.2% in 1996. The per cent age of peo ple liv ing in pov erty
(as de fined by the World Bank) has fallen from al most 55%
in 1992 to less than 30% by 1998. The poor est quintile of
the pop u la tion does not ap pear to have fared so well. Be -
tween 1994 and 1996, its in come per head rose by just 0.5%
an nu ally, far less than the an nual growth of 6.8% ex pe ri -
enced by the top quintile.

Of fi cial fig ures ob tained by Reuters show less than
600,000 for eign tour ists vis ited Viet nam in 1998, down
from 690,000 the pre vious year, a drop the gov ern ment
blamed on Asia’s eco nomic cri sis. Ha noi lumps tour ist fig -
ures with to tal ar riv als, in clud ing busi ness and of fi cial vis i -
tors, end ing up with a fig ure of 1.5 mil lion in 1998, down
from 1.7 mil lion in 1997. Its goal in 2000 was two mil lion
to tal vis i tors, com pared with nearby Thai land, which ex -
pected to at tract 8.2 mil lion tourists during the same period.Vietnam: Basic Sexological Premises

1. Basic Sexological Premises
Au thor’s Note: Be cause of the spe cific dif fi cul ties of

do ing sex re search in a com mu nist and Neo-Con fu cian
coun try like Viet nam, we could not do field re search on our
own, and in stead had to rely on the pub lished pa pers and
books about Viet nam. The chal lenge we faced in pre par ing
this chap ter was con firmed early on by Pro fes sor Frank
Proschan, an ex pert on Viet nam ese cul ture at the Folk lore
In sti tute at In di ana Uni ver sity (Bloomington), who told us
that no Viet nam ese scholar would be able to write such a
chap ter, be cause the Viet nam ese have just started walk ing
the path of in de pend ent sci ence af ter many years of Con fu -
cian and com mu nist cen sor ship. The Viet nam ese re sources 
we sub se quently found and in cor po rated into this chap ter
sup ported this the sis. Be cause the re sources came from
many dif fer ent fields of re search—his tory, med i cine, eth -
nol ogy, an thro pol ogy, so ci ol ogy, re li gious stud ies, sexol o -
gy, and so ci ol ogy—we thought it best to leave them as
much un changed as pos si ble to pre vent mis in ter pre ta tion
(com pare Gammeltoft 1999). At the same time, we also
tried to make the text as read able as pos si ble, with out too
many di rect quo ta tions or heavy use of in di rect speech.
Nev er the less, the chap ter should be transparent enough to
track all the sources down to find more in-depth informa -
tion if necessary.

What in for ma tion we have on con tem po rary sex u al ity
in Viet nam had to be gleaned on the one hand from the Viet -
nam ese and in ter na tion al an thro po log i cal and eth no log i cal
lit er a ture, as well as AIDS, STD, and fam ily plan ning re -
search (com pare Sec tions 9, Con tra cep tion, Abor tion, and
Pop u la tion Plan ning, and 10, Sex u ally Trans mit ted Dis -
eases and HIV/AIDS). On the other hand, there ex ists the
do mes tic so cial sci ence re search, which is fo cused mainly
on “gen der and de vel op ment,” and more re cently on the na -
ture of the Viet nam ese fam ily. For the French pe ri od, the
late 1800s and the first half of the 20th cen tury, we used
mainly the works of Jacobus X. (1898, writ ing as “A French
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Army-Sur geon”) and Annick Guénel (1997). For the Viet -
nam War pe ri od, a ma jor re source was Sai gon Af ter Dark by 
Philip Marnais (1967). We em pha size that nei ther Jacobus
X. nor Philip Marnais are ac knowl edged an thro pol o gists or
eth nol o gists. Al though their writ ings are quite sen sa tion al -
is tic and writ ten from the point of view of a so-called
ethnoerotologist and an Amer i can jour nal ist, re spec tively,
the facts they pro vide are re garded as re li able, even if they
re veal more about the co lo nial fan ta sies and fears con -
nected with “alien” sex u al ity, than they do about the per -
cep tion and feel ings of the na tive Viet nam ese. Last but not
least, Pro fes sor Frank Proschan of In di ana Uni ver sity, an
ex pert on Viet nam ese cul ture at the Folk lore In sti tute, pro -
vided us not only with his own find ings, but also books and
ar ti cles about other sub jects only avail able in Viet nam. We
can not stress the fact enough that with out him we would not
have been able to in clude re li able in for ma tion about the
Viet nam ese homo sex u al cul ture. Ad di tional in for ma tion,
as well as con fir ma tion, was ac quired by in ter view ing Viet -
nam ese students at Indiana University and the Kinsey Insti -
tute and author Robert Taylor (1997), who served as an offi -
cer in the U.S. Army during the Vietnam War.

A. Character of Gender Roles
Reality and Fantasy

The char ac ter of Viet nam ese gen der roles re flects the
over 2,000-year in flu ence of Con fu cian ism, which is still
the most im por tant sin gle in flu ence on gen der roles. Viet -
nam ese women were com pa ra bly less de graded by the
“three sub mis sions” (to fa ther, hus band, and eld est son) and
the four vir tues (skill with her hands, an agree able ap pear -
ance, pru dence in speech, and ex em plary con duct) than
women in China (see Sec tion 2, Re li gious, Eth nic, and Gen -
der Fac tors Af fect ing Sex u al ity). Gen der roles in Viet nam
are chang ing rap idly, though with dif fer ent speeds in dif fer -
ent so cial lay ers. Al though men are still more vis i ble in so ci -
ety, it is not nec es sar ily a sign of their also hav ing more
power. Far from a clear pic ture, the one sure state ment is that
Vietnamese gender roles are loaded with contradictions.

There is still a con ti nu ity of Viet nam ese ideas of the
power of women within the house hold (“the gen eral of the
in te rior”), and the way in which state so cial ism splits men
and women. For ex am ple, the Peas ant Un ion rep re sents
men and the Women’s Un ion only women, thereby en cour -
ag ing a pop u lar pub li c view that women are not farm ers and
need not be di rectly in volved in eco nomic change, al though 
up to 80% of the field work is done by them. Also, the psy -
cho log i cal di men sions of male-fe male re la tion ships within
the fam ily and com mu nity are un rep re sented and un iden ti -
fied in the State bu reau cracy, and new con tra dic tions be gin
to emerge be tween the power of women in the fam ily and
cul ture and their em pow er ment by the state. As Wazir Jahan 
Karim ob served in 1995, “This seems to be a re peat of a typ -
i cal South east Asian model of change and de vel op ment:
that women con tinue to ex pe ri ence con tra dic tory state -
ments of their use ful ness and power, and that the public
view usually contradicts the popular.”

Un like the prev a lence of male dom i na tion in neigh bor -
ing cul tures, the ear li est leg end about the found ing of Viet -
nam claims equal ity among the spouses. The mythic found -
ers of Viet nam were a cou ple, Au Co, the wife, and Lac
Long Quan, the hus band. The hus band was a dragon, suited
to live on the coastal plains; the wife was a fairy who wanted 
to live in the moun tains. As they agreed to part, 50 sons fol -
lowed their mother and gov erned the north ern part of Viet -
nam, while 50 sons fol lowed their fa ther and reigned over
the king dom bor der ing the South China Sea. Be fore sep a -
rat ing, they pledged mu tual re spect and aid in time of crisis.

Viet nam ese folk lore, fe male Buddhas, god desses, and
prov erbs seem to show that Viet nam ese women have some
in flu ence in so ci ety. God desses com monly pre sided over
the cul ti va tion of rice and other food crops. Streets and dis -
tricts are named af ter fe male cult heroes, such as the Trung
sis ters (40 C.E.), who led a re volt of in de pend ence, and
Trieu Thi Trinh, who took up a sim i lar war rior role in the
3rd cen tury. She is de scribed as nine feet tall, with three-
foot-long breasts and a voice like a tem ple bell, able to eat a
bushel of rice and walk 1,500 mile s (2,400 km) in a sin gle
day. Viet nam ese na tion al ists have also res ur rected the po -
etry of Ho Xuan Huong, a fe male poet who was crit i cal of
gen der in equal ity more than 50 years before French coloni -
zation.

[Up date 2003: In a re cent anal y sis of “Ro man tic Love
and Gen der He ge mony in Viet nam,” Al ex an der Soucy
(2000) ar gues that the gov ern ment of the So cial ist Re pub lic
of Viet nam has not been very suc cess ful in its ef fort to
achieve gen der equal ity. While the gov ern ment has re jected 
the pa tri ar chal Con fu cian dic tates of the three sub mis sions
and four vir tues of women, young Viet nam ese women con -
tinue to be sub ser vi ent to men. In Soucy’s view, the ideal of
ro man tic love, as dis sem i nated through the pop u lar mass
me dia, is a new form re in forc ing old struc tures of gen der
he ge mony (Soucy 2000). (End of up date by J. Pastoetter)]

Gender and Economic Control
Nearly all the coun try’s mar ket stalls to day are run by

women. Though they are more of ten small mer chants, it is
in ter est ing that the rich est pri vate cap i tal ist in Viet nam to -
day is also a woman. Not only do women form the over -
whelm ing ma jor ity of all ac tive mer chants in the coun try,
they con sti tute the ma jor ity of the cus tom ers as well. As
O’Harrow (1995) points out, in spite of the male role of pro -
vider, which is im plicit in the Con fu cian par a digm, Viet -
nam ese moth ers raise their daugh ters to un der stand, if not
ex plic itly, then by ex am ple, that they should al ways have
their own money and cannot depend on men.

The most com monly ac quired com mod ity for this kind
of fe male pro tec tive in vest ment is jew elry, pref er a bly in un -
al loyed gold or with rec og niz able gems. Young girls qui etly 
watch their mother’s elab o rate sys tems of boxes, jars,
purses, hid den floor boards, and fur tive con tain ers of every
kind and di men sion, never opened in the fa ther’s pres ence.
They ob serve and learn. The ex traor di nary in ter est Viet -
nam ese women ap pear to take in jew elry is com monly mis -
un der stood by out sid ers as sim ple van ity. But in fact, the
pre cious con tents are con sid ered the mother’s property and
will stay with her should she leave.

Relationships Between (Married) Women and Men
Acccording to O’Harrow (1995), the po lite term for a

wife is noi tro (“in te rior helper”), the com mon, not-so-po -
lite ep i thet is Noi Ttoung or “gen eral of the in te rior.” The
women of Ha Dong, in par tic u lar, have a rep u ta tion for be -
ing fierce spouses that has gained them the nick name of Su
Tu Ha Dong or “Ha Dong Li on esses.” It is said about their
hus bands that they be long to a very an cient club, the Hoi So
Vo or “So ci ety of Men Who Fear Their Wives.” Folk hu mor
aside, it is a strat egy to sur vive that mo ti vates women to
gain con trol of the fam ily fi nances. Be cause the wife is, in
fact, the back bone of the fam ily, many fam i lies get into
deep trou ble or even break up when the wife/mother dies.
The so cial sys tem in South east Asia is based on a sys tem of
moral debts and bal ances. The re la tion ship be tween (mar -
ried) women and men is not one be tween two in di vid u als,
but be tween two life pro jects which de pend on one an other.
Break one side away and the whole system crumbles.
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Con trary to West ern no tions, where feel ings of guilt sup -
port free dom be fore mar riage but faith ful ness af ter wards, in
so ci et ies where shame and the no tion of vir gin mar riage is
op er a tive, ex tra mar i tal af fairs out num ber pre mar i tal ones. If
a Viet nam ese woman takes a lover and can keep the fact se -
cret and so avoid shame, she can main tain an up per hand. The 
man, on the other hand, while much less bound by prob lems
of pub li c shame for hav ing a girl friend, is more likely to be
wor ried about sur ren der ing self-con trol and so los ing his
face. As O’Harrow (1995) points out, Viet nam ese women
sel dom have male friends, per se, be cause they have very
few so cial mech a nisms for deal ing with men on an equal
foot ing. Men are al ways pa trons or cli ents, fa thers, sons, hus -
bands, or lov ers. A wife deals with her hus band with the same 
mech a nisms that a mother uses to deal with her son, and a
lover is usu ally treated as a daugh ter treats her fa ther. So one
can un der stand why tales of fe male sex ual in sa tia bil ity also
at tach to the Ha Dong li on ess myth: It is the woman who con -
trols the man, and he is the one who loses face.

Relationships Between (Unmarried) 
Women and Men

It seems that at least in the ur ban cen ters of Viet nam,
women are be hav ing in quite the same way as in the West ern
world: They have boy friends and have sex ual in ter course
with them, but they are still anx ious to pre tend that the cur -
rent boy friend is the first and only one. Over 95% of the 279
un mar ried women in the Ha noi sam ple of Bélanger and
Hong (1998) had a boy friend at the time of the sur vey, and
they de fined a boy friend as a male friend with whom they
had a com mit ted re la tion ship, and in most cases, a per son
with whom they had sex ual in ter course. Once dat ing was ini -
ti ated, one third of the women had had their first sex ual ex pe -
ri ence in less than a year. Af ter a year, two thirds had had sex -
ual in ter course. The av er age du ra tion be tween the two events 
was about 15 months. Most of the women did not en gage in
sex un less they knew their boy friend for some time. Nev er -
the less, all the women but one said that their boy friend took
the ini tia tive to en gage in sex ual re la tions. It was also not
pos si ble for them to in tro duce the sub ject of birth con trol, or
to re veal that they had boy friends be fore him. The women
were afraid that, if they re vealed their pre vious ex pe ri ences
to their cur rent boy friends, they might lose his re spect and
thus dam age the re la tion ship. They may obtain an abortion if
they do not want to marry him (at least at the moment).

Proper Work for Women
Ac cord ing to the Con fu cian cul tural norms, women in

pre-rev o lu tion ary Viet nam were sup posed to have lit tle or
no au thor ity in any sphere—po lit i cal, eco nomic, ed u ca -
tional, or fa mil ial. There were no women in the “coun cil of
no ta bles” that gov erned the vil lage, nor were they part of
the vil lage po lit i cal com mu nity that met in the com mu nal
hall. Be cause a woman was al ways in cor po rated within a
fam ily and sub ject to male au thor ity within the fam ily, a
woman’s eco nomic man age ment and en ter prise was al ways 
sub ject to male control and therefore not “real” authority.

Un der Com mu nist rule a new so cial role for women in
the coun try side has opened up: co giao, “Miss Teacher,”
who teaches her pu pils norms and be hav iors, which may
con flict with those of the par ents. Viet nam ese stud ies cite
with ap proval cases where ru ral stu dents ad mon ish their
par ents on the grounds that “Miss Teacher would not like
it,” “it” be ing, for ex am ple, not boil ing wa ter be fore drink -
ing, or quar rel ing. How ever, women’s pres ent lead ing role
in pri mary-level ed u ca tion, as well as in health, is con cep tu -
al ized as an ex ten sion of women’s tra di tional role in the
fam ily: teach ing children and caring for the sick.

As Pelzer White (1987) fur ther points out, women are
seen as mak ing good co op er a tive ac coun tants only as an ex -
ten sion of their tra di tional role as the keeper of the house -
hold bud get. On the other hand, young men would never be
al lowed to train for ca reers as care tak ers of very young chil -
dren and in fants. Only dur ing the war was there a pol icy, ex -
pressed in a 1967 law, to pro mote women to lead ing po si -
tions in the coun try side. The per cent age of women act ing as 
co op er a tive chair men and other man age ment posts shot up.
Af ter de mo bi li za tion, how ever, the roles changed again.
Even to day, women face hos til ity from their hus bands, and
es pe cially from their mother-in-laws, if they have higher
status jobs.

The “New” Vietnamese Middle-Class Woman
As Fahey (1998) ob served, over the past ten years, Viet -

nam has wit nessed a dra matic change in the im ages of
women. The glob al iza tion pro cess has drawn many ur ban
women into the com mer cial sphere, as con sum ers of prod -
ucts as well as mod els with which to ad ver tise products.

Nev er the less, the im ages of the women vis i ble in the
streets re main con tra dic tory. The com mu nist ideal for
women was equal ity with men, to be achieved through the
de mise of pri vate prop erty and women’s do mes tic role. In ter -
est ingly, women were also highly praised by the Com mu nist
Party as free dom fight ers and war heroes; how ever, they are
under represented in the po lit i cal hi er ar chy. Fe male mem bers 
of the Na tional As sem bly and of the Viet nam ese Com mu nist
Cen tral Com mit tee do ex ist, but they rep re sent an in fin i tes i -
mal por tion of the whole, and ex er cise al most no real de ci -
sion-mak ing power. The Po lit buro has never had a fe male
mem ber, and the fe male rep re sen ta tion in the Na tional As -
sem bly be gan to de cline im me di ate ly af ter the war, from
27% in 1976, to 22% in 1981, and to 18% in 1987 (Fahey
1998). By 1992, the pro por tion had in creased only mar gin -
ally, but it was ex pected to de cline as the quota that re quired
pro por tional fe male rep re sen ta tion of 18% was elim i nated
be fore the last elec tion. Such data sug gest that the re cent
changes in women’s po si tion may have less to do with eco -
nomic ren o va tion as such, and more to do with res to ra tion of
cer tain as pects of pre-war gen der prac tices. How ever, as
Viet nam ese women told Fahey (1998), they re gard the de -
cline in rep re sen ta tion as ir rel e vant, be cause the National
Assembly is losing authority and ambitious women can use
their time more productively in private enterprise.

On the other hand, Viet nam ese women are flooded with
more and more West ern im ages of how up-to-date women
live. Beauty con tests, fash ion clubs, and mag a zines ex ert the
stron gest in flu ence. Fahey (1998) re ported that fash ion clubs 
ap peared in the early 1990s, with mem bers in clud ing fash ion 
de sign ers, mod els, and com pa nies ea ger to es tab lish a fash -
ion in dus try. The first mod el ing agency, CATD, be gun by a
young over seas Viet nam ese woman, was li censed in Viet -
nam in 1995. Viet nam now has two lo cally pro duced fash ion
mag a zines: one for women in gen eral (Thoi Trang) and the
other for youn ger women (Thoi Trang Tre). An other mag a -
zine called Thoi Trang Dien Anh [Movie Fash ion] re pro -
duces sec tions from in ter na tion al fash ion mag a zines, in clud -
ing French and Amer i can fash ions, and ap pears to be more
pop u lar in the South. These mag a zines also have small sec -
tions for men, per haps in di cat ing that the com mer cial iza tion
of beauty is not en tirely lim ited to women. Most news pa pers
now have a women’s sec tion that covers topics from how to
pluck eyebrows to Japa nese-sponsored parades.

A pop u lar ac tiv ity for mid dle-class women, es pe cially
those with sub stan tial in de pend ent in comes, is at tend ing
the gym be fore work. The mem ber ship fee is about US$10
per month or 5 to 10% of these women’s monthly in come.
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In ter views with these women re veal that they at tend them
both for so cial in ter ac tion and to im prove their body shape.
Al though they are con scious of main tain ing a shapely body, 
and coyly ad mit this, they in ev i ta bly ref er to both in ner and
outer beauty when asked open-ended ques tions about the
definition of a beautiful woman.

The Male Gender Image
Proschan (1998) ob served that tra di tional Viet nam ese

so ci ety was strongly shaped by Neo-Con fu cian con cep -
tions and prac tices of an ces tral ven er a tion and fil ial re spon -
si bil ity (hieu):

A man’s most im por tant duty is to re pro duce a male child
to carry on the an ces tral line: “The Anna mite* loathes dy -
ing with out be ing as sured of male de pend ants. One can
say that there ex ists a ver i ta ble ob li ga tion, of the re li gious
or at least mys ti cal or der, to give birth as early as pos si ble
to the cult’s heir” (Khèrian 1937, 29). Eth nol o gist Nguyen 
Van Huyen noted in 1939 that “male cel i bacy is al ways in
com plete dis fa vor. It con tin ues to be con sid ered as an act
of fil ial im pi ety,” with bach e lors pro hib ited from par tic i -
pat ing in cer tain fam ily and vil lage rit u als (Nguyen Van
Huyen 1944/1939, 41). The te nac ity of this tra di tional
stric ture is ev i dent from cur rent cen sus data: of Viet nam -
ese males over the age of 40, barely 1% has never married
(Vietnam Population Census 1989).

That Viet nam ese men are as im bued with the work ethic
as are the women can be at tested to by any ob server of the
eco nomic ac tiv ity of the Viet nam ese ref u gee com mu ni ties
in the West, where Viet nam ese men com monly hold two or
some times three jobs at a time to sup port their fam i lies. But
the pop u lar no tion per sists, com monly abet ted by male au -
thors, such as the 19th-cen tury lib er tine and poet, Tran Te
Xoung (1890), that the height of ma chismo is not some
Med i ter ra nean pre di lec tion to phys i cal abuse of women,
but rather a gen tle manly idle ness at their ex pense: “Drink
and gam ble ‘til you’re in over your head, but even if you are
out of money, your kid’s mother is still out there selling her
wares.”

It is in ter est ing to note that dur ing the Viet nam War, men
en vied the Amer i can sol diers. Viet nam ese men have lit tle
or no body hair, but hair i ness is re garded as a strong sym bol
of mas cu lin ity. It seems to have put men into a state of con -
stant hu mil i a tion to watch hairy GIs be ing ad mired by Viet -
nam ese women. The body im age of men was chang ing a lot
in the 1990s. The body build ing in dus try be gan to boom. To -
day, street post ers of bodybuilders, of ten with West ern
faces, ad ver tise gym na si ums; na tional com pe ti tions are
held; and mag a zines are avail able for those who wish to
know more. The body shape ac quired by bodybuilders is
sig nif i cantly dif fer ent from that of the ma jor ity of Viet nam -
ese men, and there ap pears to be no pre ce dent for such a
prac tice. As to how Viet nam ese men will be able to deal
with this strong in flu ence, and how it will change their
attitudes toward their bodies are important questions.

B. Sociolegal Status of Males and Females
Children and Adolescents

Over 100 years ago, Jacobus X. (1898), whose ob ser va -
tions as “A French Army-Sur geon” are re garded as quite re li -
able “al though em bed with rac ist and co lo nial ist at ti tudes of
su pe ri or ity” (Proschan let ter 2000), ob served that chil dren
were breast fed un til they were 3 or 4 years old if a boy; and
even lon ger if it was a girl. When the Viet nam ese child could

walk alone, he was al lowed to run free, al most or quite na -
ked, or roll in the dust, or wal low in the mire. Af ter he was 12, 
he wore a rag ged pair of pants and an old coat, the cast -off
gar ments of his fa ther, and then went to work, mind ing the
buf fa loes, help ing his par ents cul ti vate the rice field, or steer -
ing the sam pan or junk. Chil dren born to con cu bines had the
same rights as the chil dren of the le git i mate wife. There was
no dis tinc tion be tween “nat u ral” and “adulterine” chil dren in 
Cochin China. Girls and boys min gled pro mis cu ously, “with
the re sult that might be ex pected. That is why it is rare to find
an Anna mite girl, of more than ten years of age, a virgin.” But 
that was 100 years ago.

Adults
Al though the Viet nam ese adopted the Con fu cian prin ci -

ple of male su pe ri or ity, they still granted women some
rights. Ex cept for some re stric tions con cern ing prop er ties
re served for an ces tor wor ship, daugh ters shared in the in -
her i tance of pa ren tal prop er ties on the same ba sis as their
broth ers. Di vorced women and wid ows who re mar ried af ter 
their hus band’s death re mained the own ers of prop er ties ac -
quired dur ing their mar riage (Le Code, Co dex Juris, Ar ti -
cles 388, 374, 375, 376; Nguyen & Ta 1987).

The full and com plete equal ity of Viet nam ese women
was en shrined in the first Con sti tu tion of the Dem o cratic
Re pub lic of Viet nam of 1946: “Women en joy equal rights
with men in all spheres.” The 1980 Con sti tu tion guar an tees
equal rights for men and women in all re spects, al though a
res o lu tion passed by the Coun cil of Min is ters in De cem ber
1984 high lighted prob lems in volved in pro mot ing fe male
sta tus. Women are still a mi nor ity at the ex ec u tive level. On
the other hand, Viet nam has an official matriarchal heritage.

C. General Concepts of Sexuality and Love
Gram mar makes clear how im por tant mar riage is in Viet -

nam ese so ci ety. Proschan (1998) pro vides this ex am ple:
“When Viet nam ese ask one an other about their mar i tal sta tus 
they do not ask ‘Are you mar ried?’ but ‘Have you mar ried
yet?’ A proper re sponse is not a yes-or-no an swer but the an -
swer ‘Al ready’ or ‘Not yet’.” Al though the min i mum le gal
age at mar riage is 18 years for women, post pon ing mar riage
un til age 22 is strongly rec om mended. Up to and through the
French Co lo nial pe ri od, Viet nam ese women were not re -
garded as nu bile un til about their 16th or 17th year. How ever, 
ac cord ing to the Ly-Ky [The Book of Rites], girls might marry 
af ter 14 years and men at 16. Any mar riages prior to those
ages were not accepted.

Ac cord ing to Proschan (1998), if men feared that mar -
riage might com pli cate their live s, they tried to find a girl
who did not see in them as the fo cus of her de sires and de -
mands. In fact, many Viet nam ese men be lieved that women
were per fectly sat is fied with some thing like a com pan ion -
ate mar riage, which in volved suf fi cient ar dor to pro duce
off spring, but was not com pli cated by pas sion ate de sire. A
hun dred years ear lier, Jacobus X. (1898) con firmed this
rather unromantic view of marriage:

Mar riage is for the Anna mite a ques tion of busi ness and
the pro cre ation of de scen dants, rather than of sen ti men tal
love. On her side, the woman has not gen er ally a very
great af fec tion for her hus band, but con cen trates all her
love on her children.

Proschan (1998) writes that be fore co lo nial and rev o lu -
tion ary le gal re forms made mo nog amy the only ac cept -
able form of mar riage, po lyg amy (spe cif i cally, polygyny)
had been equally le git i mate. When polygyny lost its le gal
sanc tion, it nev er the less con tin ued out side the law, and
women in polygynous re la tion ships lost the protections
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and rights that the older le gal codes had af forded their pre -
de ces sors—i.e., those of sec ond wives or con cu bines. In -
di ca tions are that ex tra mar i tal hetero sex u al re la tions were
fre quent enough among mar ried men that most peo ple—
male or fe male—as sumed that they were the norm. There
were nu mer ous avail able part ners—fe male or male—for
men whose wives “fail[ed] to pro vide proper at ten tion and
stim u la tion” (Khuat Thu Hong 1998), as one researcher
characterized the common rationale.Vietnam: Religious, Ethnic, and Gender FactorsAffecting Sexuality

2. Religious, Ethnic, and Gender
Factors Affecting Sexuality

A. Source and Character of Religious Values

Religious and Social Factors Present in Vietnam
The tra di tional Viet nam ese re li gion in cludes el e ments

of Hin du ism and all three Chi nese re li gions: Mahayana
Bud dhism, Daoism, and Con fu cian ism. Al though Con fu -
cian ism (i.e., Neo-Con fu cian ism in its rather value-con ser -
va tive form) is with out doubt the most in flu en tial and
deeply rooted of these in flu ences, to say that the Viet nam -
ese are “Con fu cian” is to over sim plify their so cial and per -
sonal re al i ties. The most wide spread fea ture of Viet nam ese
Con fu cian ism is the cult of an ces tors, prac ticed in in di vid -
ual house holds and clan temples. As such, it is strongly tied
to folk religion.

There is also a wide va ri ety of Bud dhist sects, sects be -
long ing to the “new” re li gions of Cadoaism and Hoa Hao,
and the Protestant and Ro man Cath o lic Churches. The num -
ber of Chris tian ad her ents in 1991 con sti tuted an es ti mated
7% of the to tal pop u la tion: 180,000 Prot es tants and five
mil lion Ro man Cath o lics. The Cath o lic Church has been
ac tive in Viet nam since the 17th cen tury, and since 1933 has 
been led mainly by Viet nam ese priests. The num ber of
Muslims is estimated at 50,000.

While the Viet nam ese gov ern ment guar an tees free dom
of re li gion, other fac tors in flu enc ing (and chang ing) the
char ac ter of so cial val ues can be ob served in com mu nist
ide ol ogy and West ern ideas. The lat ter, first in tro duced dur -
ing the French oc cu pa tion fol lowed by the Viet nam War,
has been given fresh im pe tus since 1986 through doi moi
economic reforms.

Ancestor Worship
An ces tor wor ship, which orig i nated with Con fu cian -

ism, holds that the soul of the dead per son does dis ap pear
from sight but stays around to look af ter the fam ily. Em per -
ors and kings built im pe rial tem ples where they wor shipped 
the late em per ors whose achieve ments and ex ploits were re -
corded on an ces tral tab lets and steles. Wealthy peo ple have
their fam ily tem ples for the whole fam ily to wor ship their
an ces tors. Poor peo ple, who have no tem ple of their own,
set up an al tar in the best part of their home to show grat i -
tude and re spect for their an ces tors. Be cause of the war,
which pro duced a se ri ous short age of dwell ing places, most
houses are now too small, and very few fam ily tem ples or
permanent ancestors’ altars can be set up.

It is the re spon si bil ity of the eld est son to take care of the
var i ous an ni ver sa ries dur ing the year. For this, he re ceives
in come from a num ber of rice fields or land as a he red i tary
state. The eld est son re cords the an ces tor’s date of death in a
family register.

On the day of the an ni ver sary, the chief of the fam ily,
prop erly at tired, stands sol emnly be fore the al tar, with three 
sticks of in cense in his hands, held to the level of his fore -
head, and says the pseud onym, the real name, and the date
of death, and in vites the an ces tor to the feast. At the same
time, he will pray to the dead to pro tect the mem bers of his

fam ily. Var i ous dishes have to be pre pared for dis play be -
fore the al tar on each an ces tor’s anniversary.

Now a days, prob a bly 70% of the Viet nam ese are fol low -
ers of an ces tor wor ship.

Buddhism
The or i gins of Bud dhism in Viet nam can be traced to the

2nd cen tury. For the Bud dhist, life is seen as a vast sea of suf -
fer ing. Wis dom lies in the sup pres sion of de sires: de sires for
life, hap pi ness, riches, power, and so on, which are be lieved
to be the roots of hu man suf fer ing. The very es sence of Bud -
dhism is the Law of Karma, which states that man is re in car -
nated and re warded in the next life for his good deeds in this
life, and pun ished for his bad ones. The pres ent ex ist ence is
con di tioned by ear lier ex ist ence and will con di tion those to
fol low. De sire must first be over come; a pure heart is nec es -
sary to break the chains binding man to his earthly existence.

In 1920, an or ga nized move ment for the res to ra tion of
Bud dhism be gan through out the coun try. Start ing in 1931,
As so ci a tions of Bud dhist Stud ies were es tab lished in the
South, the Cen ter, and North Viet nam. Many trans la tions of
both Greater and Lesser Ve hi cle Bud dhist Texts were dis trib -
uted. Fi nally, af ter many as sem blies of monks and Na tional
Del e gate Con gresses, the Bud dhist In sti tute for the Prop a ga -
tion of the Faith, the Viean Houa Naio, was established.

The most im por tant Bud dhist sect is Cadoaism. For -
mally in au gu rated in 1926, this syn cret ic re li gion is based
on spir i tu al ist séances with a pre dom i nantly eth i cal con tent, 
but some times with po lit i cal over tones. Sev eral other sects
ex ist, like the Tien Thien and the Tay Ninh. It is es ti mated
that these Bud dhist sects have two mil lion ad her ents. An -
other in flu en tial sect is Hoa Hao. Founded in 1939, it has
one and a half million adherents.

Through Bud dhist-nun mon as ter ies, Bud dhism ex erted
a strong in flu ence for the equal ity of men and women. Al -
though the mon as ter ies were skep ti cally re garded by the
Confucianist elite—one of the com mon def a ma tions be ing
that the nuns were in volved in les bian sex ual prac tices—
Bud dhism gave women an other role model be sides that of
wife and mother. This was es pe cially true for el derly wid -
ows who were en ter ing Bud dhist or ders. On the other hand,
their in flu ence on the priest hood seems to be difficult to
detect.

Daoism
Viet nam ese Daoism, de rived from the doc trine of Lao

Tzu, is based es sen tially on the par tic i pa tion of man in the
uni ver sal or der. This or der de pends on the equi lib rium of the
two el e ments Yin and Yang, which rep re sent the con stant du -
al ity of na ture: rest and mo tion, liq ui d and solid, light and
dark ness, con cen tra tion and ex pan sion, and ma te rial and
spir i tual. The ma te rial world be ing im bued with these two
prin ci ples, the Daoist be lieves that who ever is able to act ac -
cord ing to these prin ci ples could be come the mas ter of the
world. This be lief, in turn, has pro moted a kind of mys ti cism, 
re flected in the mag i cal prac tices of cer tain sorcerers who
claim to possess the secret of the universe.

The Daoist re frains from trou bling the nat u ral or der of
things; on the con trary, he con forms to it in every cir cum -
stance. He con sid ers the tak ing of ini tia tives to be a waste of
time and en ergy. In re spect ing the ba sic Daoist doc trines of
pas siv ity and ab sence of care, he avoids the ac tive life. These
doc trines, which were adopted by many Con fu cian schol ars
as well, are summed up in the Daoist maxim: “Do noth ing
and every thing will be ac com plished si mul ta neously.” The
su preme di vin ity of Daoism is the Em peror of Jade. With his
min is ters of Death and Birth, he con trols the des tiny of men.
The cult is re plete with in can ta tions, charms, and am u lets,
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which once were made for pros per ous trade, with the sor cer -
ers in tervening in every possible occasion in life.

In the con text of sex u al ity, yang is iden ti fied with se men
or sem i nal es sence (jing, yin), which is why Daoists are en -
cour aged to have in ter course of ten, but with out ejac u lat ing.
The aim is to build up jing but re tain yang through not ejac u -
lat ing, but at the same time en abling the woman to reach or -
gasm and give off her yin es sence, which ad di tion ally
strength ens the man. An other Daoist prac tice is to get a
young man and woman to gether and to gather up their sex -
ual se cre tions and swal low them—a prac tice that is be -
lieved to pro long life for the Daoist. Jacobus X. (1898) re -
ported that it was still very com mon at the end of the 1800s,
al though he did put it strongly as a “strange freak of
eroticism”:

The old Celadon is ac com pa nied by a ser vant or strong
coo lie, who cop u lates with a woman in his pres ence, and
then re tires . . . When once the agent is re tired, well and
duly paid, the old de bauchee is left alone with the woman,
who is still rest ing upon the field of bat tle. Then the man
ap proaches, and ea gerly re ceives in bucca sua, the liq ui d
which runs ex vulva feminae.

Confucianism
Con fu cian ism, a ge neric West ern term, is a Welt an -

schau ung, i.e., a so cial ethic, a po lit i cal ide ol ogy, a schol -
arly tra di tion, and a way of life, but it is not an or ga nized
 religion. Chi nese gov er nors in tro duced Con fu cian ism to
Viet nam from 939 to 1407. The doc trine of Con fu cius is set
forth in four clas si cal texts and in five ca non i cal books. By
rigid rules, it de ter mines the at ti tude that every man in so ci -
ety should adopt to guide his re la tion ships as an in di vid ual
with his su pe ri ors, with his wife and friends, and with his in -
fe ri ors. The phi los o phy sug gests a moral code, which ad vo -
cates the Mid dle Way for the wor thy man’s be hav ior. Ac -
cord ing to Mencius, the most dis tin guished dis ci ple of Con -
fu cius, man is in her ently good. To pre serve his good ness, he 
needs to check his pas sions. The wise man im proves him -
self through study; he knows himself and is the master of his 
passions.

There are four rules for a man to achieve self-per fec tion:
to cul ti vate him self, to run his fam ily, to rule the coun try, and 
pac ify the world. The three im por tant sets of so cial in ter ac -
tion are be tween king and cit i zen, be tween fa ther and son
(hieu—fil ial pi ety or re spon si bil ity), and be tween hus band
and wife. Five car di nal vir tues have to be achieved in or der
to be come a man of vir tue: hu man ity, eq uity, ur ban ity, in tel -
li gence, and hon esty. As for the woman, Con fu cius teaches
four vir tues: skill with her hands, agree able ap pear ance, pru -
dence in speech, and ex em plary con duct, and three sub mis -
sions or obediences: to the fa ther un til she is mar ried, to the
hus band af ter she leaves her par ents’ house, and to the eld est
son when her hus band dies. In ter est ingly, the real or der as
seen by most Viet nam ese, and also by the French, is a dif fer -
ent one: the Viet nam ese woman was in fe rior to her fa ther
but just about equal to her hus band, pro vi sion ally superior to 
her minor brothers, and always superior to her sons.

In sex ual mat ters, Con fu cian ism is quite “puritanic.” A
“good” young girl is not only ex pected to keep her vir gin ity
un til she gets mar ried and to get mar ried only once in her
life, she is not sup posed to make her self at trac tive, even to
her own hus band. Con fu cian ism does not con sid er sex ual
ac tiv ity as wrong, but love and ten der ness are treated with
mis trust, and phys i cal dis plays of them are con sid ered at
least ques tion able. This rule ap plies not only to show ing af -
fec tion in pub li c, but also to its dis play in the pri vacy of the
home. As early as in the 17th cen tury, male and female poets 
protested against it.

“Popular Religion”
As Thien Do (1997) showed, there ex ists also a very spe -

cific Viet nam ese “pop u lar re li gion” char ac ter ized by the
pro pi ti a tion of spir its and de i ties of a cer tain typology:

1. The tu te lary or guard ian spir its, ei ther orig i nally wor -
shipped by the vil lag ers or his tor i cally in sti tuted by
Viet nam ese or Chi nese rul ers. They in clude the na -
tion-found ing pa tri arch, past male and fe male heroes,
and able ministers;

2. The na ture spir its of the grot tos, rocks, and trees, and
rivers and oceans;

3. Im mor tals (tien) and holy sages (thanh), in the Daoist
tra di tion, to gether with Lady Lieu Hanh and her af fil i -
ates, in clud ing the Man da rin Snake s and the Five Ti -
gers (Agents), form ing the chu vi (di vine en sem ble) in
the be lief sys tems of sor cer ers and mediums;

4. De i ties of Cham and Khmer or i gin, such as Po Yan Inu
Nagar, the Whale Spirit, and the Neak Ta (Ong Ta);
and

5. Con se crated to a lesser ex tent are found ing pa tri archs
of the arts and crafts (in clud ing the mar tial arts), the
do mes tic de i ties, mar ginal de monic spir its, and lonely
ghosts.

The places of ven er a tion and fea tures of spir i tual prac -
tices are di vided be tween the vil lage com mu nal house or
dinh, where lo cal par tic i pants em u late the court elite in
Daoist-Con fu cian for mats, the pri vate Bud dhist-Daoist tem -
ple or chua, where a three-re li gion pat tern of Chi nese or i gin
has been prac ticed and mod i fied to suit Viet nam ese ad her -
ents, the trance mediumship, with the spe cial im por tance of
the Earth God and of fe male de i ties, and fi nally the prac tice
of self-cul ti va tion, mainly prac ticed by Daoists (ong dao).

Of im por tance for gen der im ages is the fact that many of
the Viet nam ese de i ties were thought of as fe male and some -
times even wor shipped ex clu sively by women. This be hav -
ior has not stopped with com mu nism or doi moi. Since the
late 1980s, vil lage pa go das have un der gone a frenzy of re fur -
bish ment. As Steph a nie Fahey (1998) re ports, in a pa goda in
a vil lage near Ha noi, a lo cal woman phar ma cist of 200 years
ago is re vered for the birth of the pros per ous tra di tional craft
of phar ma ceu ti cal pro duc tion, and a tem ple on West Lake
fea tures Ba Chua Lieu, sup pos edly a prin cess who de vel -
oped a pros per ous silk in dus try. The young, as well as the
pros per ous, pa tron ize these pa go das to im plore the ap pro pri -
ate fe male de i ties with such dif fer ent pe ti tions as eco nomic
suc cess and the birth of a son. It seems that with the de mise of 
the Com mu nist moral code, the Vietnamese are searching
their past for more-traditional values.

Among the re li gions in Viet nam, the “Pop u lar Re li gion” 
seems to be the most lib eral in sex ual as pects. Khuat Thu
Hong (1998) pres ents doz ens of ex am ples that show this
lib eral at ti tude from an cient times to the pres ent. Lin gam
and yoni wor ship is the most ob vi ous. But there is also the
wor ship of the god No Nuong (No mean ing a bam boo phal -
lus, and Nuong, a vulva, made of a spathe from an areca
tree). This wor ship cen ters on the rit ual strik ing to gether of
these gen i tal sym bols by the vil lage head and dep uty vil lage 
head, while the young boys and girls called out, tung tung,
dap (on o mato poeia of a drum beat in Viet nam ese) ac cord -
ing to the beat. There is also the game of grab bing eels from
a jar: In this game, each team of a young man and a woman
ob served the fol low ing rule: While try ing to catch the eel in
the jar, nei ther the young man nor the woman could look
into the jar, and the young man had to keep one hand on the
young women’s breast. At the same time, a com mit tee of
judges closely watched, along with fellow villagers who
called out and teased them.
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Communism
Com mu nist ide ol ogy ex pects all men to be have ac cord -

ing to the prin ci ples of a “new so ci ety” founded on a Marx -
ist-Le nin ist base. Re gard ing gen der is sues, it im plies equal -
ity of men and women. Be cause Engels de picted tra di tional
childrearing prac tices as the main im ped i ment for achiev ing
gen der equal ity, com mu nist so ci et ies tended to so cial ize
childcare and ed u ca tion to en able women to work for the so -
ci ety as men do. The in sti tu tions of mar riage and the fam ily
were con sid ered to be the key to the re pro duc tion of so cial
in equal ity, be cause the prac tices that evolve within these in -
sti tu tions ob vi ously pre served the un der ly ing sys tem of pri -
vate prop erty and its in her i tance. Thus, com mu nist thought
was sus pi cious of de vo tion to fam ily and treated this as
“unsocialist” in a man, es pe cially a Party mem ber. In its first
two de cades, the Com mu nist gov ern ment in Viet nam made
spe cific ef forts to de stroy all Con fu cian traces in Viet nam ese 
so ci ety. To break the strong ties bind ing mem bers of Viet -
nam ese fam i lies that had been molded by Con fu cian prin ci -
ples, the Com mu nists even en cour aged be trayal among fam -
ily mem bers. Over the years, the an ti-Con fu cian pol icy has
changed Viet nam ese fam ily struc ture con sid er ably. The
gov ern ment has ac quired most of the authority and influence 
attributed to Confucian scholars, especially regarding ques -
tions of sexual morality and behavior.

In ter est ingly, com mu nist gen der ideas changed dra mat i -
cally dur ing the war with the South and af ter the re uni fi ca -
tion. The typ i cal func tion ary now clearly re sem bled the ideal 
au thor i tar ian Con fu cian gen tle men. Women are sup posed to
care for the fam ily and es pe cially the hus band. The few state-
hon ored fe male rev o lu tion ists and freedom fighters fell into
oblivion.

At the same time, it was the Com mu nist gov ern ment that 
set up the Cen tral Com mit tee for Mother and In fant Wel fare 
in 1971. The com mit tee’s re spon si bil ity was to guide and
unify the or ga ni za tion of crèches (day nurs er ies). About
one third of all chil dren were raised in such fa cil i ties. Fur -
ther sup port was given to women to sep a rate them selves
from do mes tic du ties ac cord ing to the 1980 State Con sti tu -
tion, Ar ti cle 63, re quir ing the state and so ci ety to en sure the
de vel op ment of ma ter nity homes, crèches, kin der gar tens,
com mu nity din ing halls, and other so cial ame ni ties to cre -
ate fa vor able con di tions for women to work, study, and rest. 
Even men were asked to share house hold tasks. But these
ef forts re mained rather at cul tural and ideo log i cal lev els.
Viet nam ese Com mu nists were keen to main tain the fam ily
as a so cial, but not nec es sar ily an eco nomic unit. For that
rea son, they ar gued that it was necessary for women to
handle both employment and domestic duties.

Com mu nism brought im prove ment for women by re duc -
ing early forced mar riages, pub licly con demn ing wife-beat -
ing, pro vid ing free childcare, and rec og niz ing the eco nomic
value of house work. Leg is la tion, to gether with women’s
pro longed con tri bu tion to the war ef fort, as sisted in dis man -
tling the ab so lute au thor ity of the Con fu cian “three sub mis -
sions.” But with doi moi, it seems that the Com mu nist Party
has with drawn from so cial en gi neer ing. Mem ber ship fig ures
in di cate that the Party is los ing women’s sup port, with a drop
in mem ber ship from 34% women in 1960 to only 16% to day.
Most women en joy the re dis cov ered free dom of wear ing
nice and in di vid ual clothes and putt ing on makeup. In the
hey days of Com mu nist rule, these fashions were badly re -
ceived, as this newspaper excerpt shows:

You young peo ple, I know you need make-up to be beau ti -
ful . . . but you should also keep the Viet nam ese man ner;
sim plic ity, pu rity and whole some ness are beauty. It is ad -
vis able not to im i tate the alien “styles” im ported from the

Eu ro pean cap i tal ist coun ties, and you see, these styles
could re ally re flect only the lowly lik ing and crazy, care -
free and pes si mis tic moods. A girl liv ing in such a whole -
some so cial sit u a tion as you are in now is ad vised not to
wear such a queer and care free hair style. And such thin,
tight and re veal ing clothes as you are wear ing now, in our
North, all the de cent, cul tured women have never cared to
wear. (Viet nam ese Woman No. 293, May 1972, 6)

War and the Influence of Western Civilization
In the north ern ar eas con trolled by the non-Com mu nist

side prior to 1975, the au thor i ties did not carry out a pol icy
sys tem at i cally hos tile to Con fu cian ism. But dis rup tion of
the old so cial frame work be cause of war, which forced peo -
ple to aban don their vil lages for ur ban ar eas, as well as the
im pact of new liv ing con di tions and broader con tact with
West ern civ i li za tion, also loos ened tra di tional fam ily ties.
Chil dren be came more in de pend ent from their par ents and
the for mer strict obedience to the elders diminished.

Since 1986, the same changes were oc cur ring in the So -
cial ist Re pub lic of Viet nam be cause of the in flu ence of the
of fi cial pol icy of a free-mar ket econ omy. The ide als of con -
sum ing and hav ing fun through buy ing goods are es pe cially 
at trac tive to the youn ger gen er a tion, which is also the vast
ma jor ity of the Viet nam ese, 80% of whom are un der 40
years of age. Pelzer White (1993) con cluded that the beauty
con tests and cal en dars now sanc tioned by the Com mu nist
state as a sig nal to the in ter na tion al busi ness com mu nity
that Viet nam is open for busi ness, also con vey a visual
message supporting social change.

B. Character of Ethnic Values
The Concept of “Phuc Duc”

The sin gle most spe cific Viet nam ese con cept that ex erts
in flu ence on the gen der roles of men and women seems to
be the con cept of phuc duc or “merit-vir tue,” a kind of
karma con cept. It re fers to the merit that, in a for mer life,
one self and/or an an ces tor ac quired through vir tu ous deeds
that is then passed on to suc ceed ing gen er a tions, and the
merit that a mem ber of the pres ent gen er a tion passes to fu -
ture gen er a tions as yet un born. It is “quan ti fi able,” as in “a
lot of phuc duc.”

Based on the man ner in which one live s one’s life, it can
be an evil force (vo phuc) as well as a be nev o lent one. It is
con sid ered in flu en tial over a span of five gen er a tions. Thus, 
the na ture of one’s phuc duc, to gether with the horo scope
and geomancy, which reads the com po si tion of am (yin) and 
dong (yang) in the earth, de ter mines the course of life. The
in di vid ual can ex ert only a lim ited per sonal in flu ence. The
def i ni tion of what is re garded as a vir tu ous life fol lows the
Bud dhist-Con fu cian code. The spe cific Viet nam ese in ter -
pre ta tion goes back at least to the 15th cen tury and can be
found in the poem, Gia Huan Ca. It is in ter est ing to note that 
the pri mary de ter mi nant is not the act itself, but the motiva -
tion beneath the act.

Slote (1998) pre sented an ex am ple of how phuc duc
works with Kieu, the hero in the epic poem, Kim Van Kieu:

She is a girl of par tic u lar charm, beauty, ac com plish ment,
and mo ral ity, who sells her self as a mi nor wife to an un -
scru pu lous scholar in or der to re deem her fa ther who has
been be set by ill for tune. The scholar, a man de void of vir -
tue, turns out to be the hus band of the ma dame of a brothel
and Kieu is forced into pros ti tu tion. Un der these cir cum -
stances, Kieu’s sac ri fi cial act brings much phuc duc. On
the other hand, were she to have be come a pros ti tute for
profit alone, she would have been con demned, her fam ily
would have suf fered, and fu ture gen er a tions would have
borne the pen al ties. In a par al lel sense Kieu’s mis for tune
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in as much as her life had been thor oughly vir tu ous, could
be as cribed to bad phuc duc vis ited upon her because of
transgressions of some ancestor.

Cou pled with the na ture of the mo ti va tion that serves
to pre cip i tate the act is the is sue of sac ri fice. An act that is
per formed eas ily brings far less re ward than an equiv a lent
ac tion that is dif fi cult and in volves suf fer ing. Since it was
very dif fi cult to bear the life in a brothel for Kieu, she was
fi nally re united with the man she loved, to whom she had
orig i nally been betrothed.

Based on the be lief that “merit vir tue is caused by the
ma ter nal,” women can cre ate des tiny. De serv ing women of
good con duct bring fe lic ity to their de scen dants, just as
trag edy, pov erty, and other in ci dents of bad for tune can be
blamed on one’s wife, mother, or grand mother. So im por -
tant was (and still is) this con cept, that al though the wealth
and sta tus of a bride’s fam ily mat ters, it is sec ond ary to her
phuc duc. A poor but vir tu ous woman of good her i tage and
blessed at birth by the heav ens, who would in crease the
fam ily’s for tune and ul ti mate des tiny, would be a most de -
sir able bride. And when a mar riage is ar ranged be tween a
poor but vir tu ous girl and the son of a wealthy fam ily, the
girl’s fam ily also usu ally ben e fits. To a great ex tent, phuc
duc has been in flu en tial in mak ing the class system less
stringent than in other cultures.

With the re spon si bil ity of ac quir ing phuc duc, a dou ble
stand ard has been cre ated: Men, if they chose, were rel a -
tively free to act in ways that are scarcely de signed to build
phuc duc. Ex am ples are gam bling, cheat ing, and whoring.
On the other hand, there were also the el derly men re ferred
to as liv ing saints, a po si tion that car ried great es teem be -
cause it con trib utes to the build ing of phuc duc for the fam -
ily. As Slote (1998) ob served, the very con cept of phuc duc
may lead to ma nip u la tion, be cause it can be used as a met a -
phor in the serv ice of many emo tions: hos til ity, com pet i -
tive ness, de fi ance, self-sac ri fice, guilt, and con trol. It is also 
a jus ti fi ca tion when all else fails, when the chil dren misbe -
have, or when one is beset by misfortune.

Astrology and the Influence of the “Thay Boi”
An other very strong in flu ence on sex ual be hav ior is the

be lief that the spe cific con stel la tion of stars at the time of
one’s birth can re veal one’s des tiny. The thay boi (the
mostly fe male for tune teller) is the first re source to con sult
if some thing goes wrong. A good ex am ple of thay boi in flu -
ence is the fol low ing state ment of a 30-year-old trans ves tite 
(Bao, Long, & Taylor 1998, 20):

In my child hood when my fa ther was alive, he forced me
to wear shorts, but I did not and he fought me. My mother
re sorted to the for tune teller and knew that was my fate. It
means that she must have such a child, no one ex pected
that. My fa ther who was a gov ern ment of fi cer felt shy and
did not agree and said “the male should be male and the fe -
male should be fe male.” My mother could not stand it and
said to my fa ther you could not fight me any more. If you
fight him I will leave. She said to my fa ther you can not
pre vent him from that and fi nally he ac cepted me. I have
al ways been like this when I was grow ing up. All my rel a -
tives did not ac cept me. I think that is my fate. What prob -
lems I suf fer be cause I can’t wear male clothes. I only
wanted to be a girl.

One might sug gest that the as trol o ger seems to be as im -
por tant for Viet nam ese so ci ety as sex ther a pists, psy chol o -
gists, and mar riage coun sel ors are for West ern so ci et ies.
Even to day, nearly two thirds of the cou ples in the south and
(be cause of the stron ger in flu ence of com mu nism in the
north) a smaller part in the north have their horo scopes

matched be fore mar riage (Goodkind 1996). Since geomancy 
is be lieved to re veal if the lo ca tion of one’s house is the rea -
son for quar rel ing in the fam ily or even for ste ril ity, ask ing a
geomancer is also re garded as help ful. Ac cord ing to Young
(1998), the third pre cise way to meas ure the en ergy be lieved
to cause change in the for tune of any in di vid ual is to study the 
shape of the per son’s face. Al though it can not be changed by
read ing the face of others, one gains intimate knowledge
about them.

Alteration of the Genitals
Khuat Thu Hong (1998) men tions that some men, es pe -

cially male pros ti tutes, are un der go ing the sur gery of “putt -
ing pel lets” (small, met al balls—usu ally two or three at a
time, but some men have as many as nine or ten) or “swords”
(the sword-like plas tic pieces are punched through the pe nis)
into their pe nis. The men ar gue that the al tered pe nis cre ates
spe cial pleasure for women.Vietnam: Knowledge and Education about Sexuality

3. Knowledge and Education
about Sexuality

Al though Viet nam can be re garded as a fairly lib eral so -
ci ety when it co mes to sex ual be hav ior, talk ing or writ ing
about sex u al ity is a to tally dif fer ent mat ter. Viet nam never
pro duced sex ed u ca tion books like the In dian Kama Su tra
or the Chi nese and Jap a nese pil low books. Most young peo -
ple get mar ried with out the least el e men tary knowl edge, as
a col lec tion of in ter views in Khuat Thu Hong’s (1998) book
shows:

On our wed ding night, nei ther of us knew any thing—
mean ing that we slept to gether as friends. We even tried to 
do some thing, but we did n’t know what we were do ing
(born 1959).

On my wed ding day, I did n’t un der stand why when we
slept with an other, one per son laid atop an other. . . . I
thought we were only sup posed to lie side by side (born
1957).

Af ter 1950, a few books on sex u al ity and sex ed u ca tion
were pub lished. Most prom i nent was Dr. Nguyen Manh
Bong’s book, What Lov ers Should Know, pub lished by
Huong Son Pub lish ers in Ha noi in 1949. Sim i lar pub li ca -
tions ap peared in the south of Viet nam dur ing the suc ceed -
ing years. In 1970, one Sai gon news pa per ran a col umn
called “Re ply ing to Your Ques tions on Sex u al ity,” which
was writ ten by two psy chol o gists. In the North, prior to doi
moi, there were al most no pub li ca tions on sex u al ity. In the
1970s, the sole pub li ca tion on sex ed u ca tion was Girl’s Hy -
giene, which in cluded quite sketchy in for ma tion on fe male
sex ual or gans, men stru a tion, and how to main tain per sonal
hy giene. In 1988, Da vid Reu ben’s book, An swer ing Those
Ques tions You Don’t Dare Ask, was trans lated from Eng lish
and at tracted much at ten tion, but was banned from of fi cial
cir cu la tion un til 1989. Other books were trans lated from
Ger man, in clud ing Rudolf Neubert’s Mar i tal Re la tions,
pub lished in 1989. In 1991, Da vid Elia and Genevieve
Doucet’s book, 1000 Ques tions and An swers About Women
and Their Bod ies, was translated from French and pub -
lished in Vietnam.

In re cent years, many books by Viet nam ese on sex and
sex u al ity have be gun to ap pear in book stores. Ho Ngoc
Dai’s 1991 book, Chuyen Ay [That Con ver sa tion], which
talked about sex u al ity within a philo soph i cal and psy cho -
log i cal frame work, drew much at ten tion. Books based on
sci en tific knowl edge are more com mon and in clude Doan
Van Thong’s book, Nhung Thac Mac Tham kin Cua Ban Tre
[The Se cret Ques tions of Young Friends] pub lished by Tien
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Giang Pub lish ers in 1991, and Minh Phuong’s book, Hoi
Dap ve Gioi Tinh va Tinh Duc [Ques tions and An swers
about Sex and Sex u al ity], ed ited by Dr. Le Van Tri, pub -
lished by Med i cal Pub lish ers in 1995. Psy chol o gist Dr.
Pham Con Son has also writ ten about love, sex u al ity, mar -
riage, and fam ily in books such as Nhung Thu Dich Cua
Hanh Phuc Lua Doi [The Foes of a Cou ple’s Hap pi ness],
pub lished by Dong Thap Pub lish ers in 1996. The Re search
Cen ter for Gen der, Fam ily, and En vi ron men tal De vel op -
ment is the first so cial sci ence re search in sti tute to be gin
writ ing books on sex and sex u al ity, in clud ing Dr. Dao Xuan
Dung’s book, Gia Duc Tinh Duc [Sex Ed u ca tion], pub lished
in 1996 by Youth Pub lish ing House. In ad di tion, there are se -
ries of other books writ ten by lo cal and foreign authors
mainly from Russia, the Czech Republic, and Poland (Khuat 
Thu Hong 1998).

As Gammeltoft (1999) points out, many as pects of ev -
ery day life in Viet nam are po lit i cized through gov ern men -
tal mass ed u ca tion and mass mo bi li za tion cam paigns. In
fields as di verse as diet, mar riage, re li gion, and preg nancy,
there are po lit i cally right and wrong an swers to any ques -
tion, and ev ery one knows pre cisely what is po lit i cally cor -
rect and so cially de sir able and what is not. This is par tic u -
larly true for fam ily plan ning is sues, which have been given
a very high pri or ity on the gov ern ment agenda since the late
1980s. There are ef forts to ed u cate peo ple about sex ual
issues, as may be exemplified by this report:

One morn ing at the shrimp fac tory I watched as 700
women in iden ti cal white smocks cleaned the shrimp.
Sud denly their work was in ter rupted—all had to stand
and watch a video on AIDS pre ven tion. Some cases had
ap peared in town, a man ager told me. That night the
scenes were the same in boom town Nam Can. AIDS is
just an other risk of fron tier liv ing. (Na tional Geo graphic
Feb ru ary 1993, 35)

Sex ed u ca tion has been lim ited be cause of Viet nam’s tra -
di tional bias against the pub li c men tion of any thing sex ual.
Al though this sit u a tion may seem sim i lar to other coun tries,
in Viet nam much of the op po si tion to “sex ed u ca tion” co mes
from ad min is tra tors and teach ers, of whom many are re port -
edly too em bar rassed to dis cuss in ti mate sex ual mat ters with
the stu dents. Faced with an in creas ing HIV-in fec tion rate and 
an abor tion rate thought to be among the high est in the world, 
Ha noi health of fi cials opened the city’s first sex ed u ca tion
café in No vem ber 1999. The café fills a void in sex ed u ca -
tion, as the sub ject is not taught in schools, and many par ents
ad mit they are too em bar rassed to raise the is sue with teen age 
chil dren who are be com ing in creas ingly sex u ally ac tive. The 
idea for the Ha noi café stemmed from a study that de tailed
how young peo ple spend their time. It is also mod eled on a
sim i lar ini tia tive in Ho Chi Minh City. The café of fers a place 
where young peo ple can spend time talk ing with their friends 
and freely ask for in for ma tion about sex and AIDS. Al though 
the café will not dis trib ute con doms, a fe male phy si cian spe -
cial iz ing in re pro duc tive health, and an HIV/AIDS coun selor 
are on hand to an swer ques tions. On av er age, about 50 cus -
tom ers, ages 16 to 24, have vis ited the café on a daily ba sis
(Watkin, South China Morning Post December 20, 1999).

In 2000, a pi lot pro ject spon sored by the United Na tions
Fund for Pop u la tion Ac tiv i ties was started that al lows high
schools in eight of Viet nam’s 61 prov inces to of fer ad vice
on ob tain ing con tra cep tives at gov ern ment clin ics and phar -
ma cies. Three thou sand phar ma cists in five prov inces are
be ing trained to pro vide cus tom ers with better in for ma tion
on con tra cep tives, and state-run ra dio airs a weekly show
an swer ing youths’ sex-re lated que ries (Co hen, Far East ern
Eco nomic Re view, 6/29).

As far as homo sex u ali ty is con cerned, only in the last
three years has a grass roots group emerged with the aim of
re duc ing the spread of HIV/AIDS among gay and bi sex ual
men in Ho Chi Minh City. The Nguyen Friend ship So ci ety
con sists of about 50 vol un teers who pre pare and print leaf -
lets about sex ed u ca tion to be handed out to pa trons in bars
and clubs.Vietnam: Autoerotic Behaviors and Patterns

4. Autoerotic Behaviors and Patterns
No in for ma tion about auto eroti c prac tices ex ists ex cept

for the French pe ri od. Ac cord ing to Jacobus X. (1898), mas -
tur ba tion oc curred very of ten: “Nearly all the boys prac tice
mas tur ba tion from the age of four teen or fif teen years,” but it
seemed to him that it was prac ticed only by males:

This, no doubt, re sults from the ease with which the girl or
woman can sat isfy her nat u ral de sires; more over, the great 
fre quency of the “flow ers” [an STD, prob a bly gon or rhea]
must help to limit this spe cial form of vice. I never met but
two cases, and both of these were the mis tresses of Eu ro -
pe ans (Jacobus X. 1898).

Vietnam: Interpersonal Heterosexual Behaviors

5. Interpersonal Heterosexual Behaviors
A. Talking About Sexuality

The Viet nam ese pre fer a flow ery, eu phe mis tic vo cab u -
lary when they speak about sex u al ity. For ex am ple, a man
hav ing sex ual de sires might say, “I am go ing to buy a tree.”
Food is also heavily con nected with sex ual ac tiv ity. Words
like “crisp, sticky, spicy” are used to de scribe food as well
as women and are fre quent in erotic fan ta sies. Many dishes
are iden ti fied with fe male fig ures or or gans: The white rice
flour cake is the im age of a vir gin; the pulpy in te rior of a
bread fruit with its sticky juice is as so ci ated with the va gina;
the eat ing of a rice flour pan cake is sim i lar to the de flo ra tion 
rite; the suck ing of the honey flambéed ba nana and the
scoop ing of wa ter in the rice field are sym bols of hav ing
sex. As in many Asian coun tries, this type of lan guage helps 
peo ple to speak about sex ual mat ters without using the
terms that would embarrass them.

B. Sexual Behaviors
Kissing and Sex Positions

In tra di tional Viet nam, kiss ing in the “West ern” sense
was for bid den. In stead, nose sniff ing or rub bing, com pa ra -
ble with Inuit cus toms, was prac ticed. The pre ferred po si -
tion for sex ual in ter course among the Viet nam ese was both
part ners ly ing face-to-face, side-by-side, or the rear-en try
po si tion. The rea son for these pref er ences, Jacobus X.
(1898) sug gests, is the struc ture of the Viet nam ese bed,
which is made of bam boo slats. In the mis sion ary po si tion,
which he calls la po si tion de l’amour classique, a man
would scrape the skin off his knees.

Premarital Relations, Courtship, and Dating
The in for ma tion one can gather about the be liefs and

prac tices of young peo ple re gard ing pre mar i tal re la tions and 
the role of sex u al ity are quite con tra dic tory and are ev i dence 
that sex re search is still un der de vel oped in Viet nam. For ex -
am ple, the De part ments of Psy chol ogy and So ci ol ogy of
Ha noi Uni ver sity con ducted re search in 1992 on the sex ual
re la tions of uni ver sity and high school stu dents in Ha noi
(Hoang Ba Thinh 1992). About 72.4% of fe male stu dents in
their fourth year of uni ver sity had sex ual re la tions, with only 
17.6% hav ing had one (usu ally their first) part ner, whereas
the oth ers had be tween two and four part ners. Yet, af ter
grad u at ing, only 8.2% of re spon dents had mar ried one of
these part ners. Among those fe male stu dents who had boy -
friends, it was quite com mon for them to live to gether in the
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dor mi to ries. An early 1990s sur vey by CARE (Co op er a tive
for Amer i can Re lief Ev ery where) found that just over half of 
Viet nam ese men had had two or more sexual part ners in the
previous two weeks (Franklin 1993).

In a re cent sur vey, only 34% of stu dents in Ho Chi Minh
City re sponded that they found pre mar i tal sex “ac cept able.” 
Al though not con sid ered high by in ter na tion al stan dards,
the sta tis tic was shock ing to most Viet nam ese. A so cially
more ac cept able fig ure was that only 10.3% of men and
1.4% of women had had sex ual in ter course be fore their
mar riage, and 57.5% said they did not plan to have sex be -
fore mar riage, whereas only 14.7% re plied that they did
plan to have sex before marriage (Chittick 1997).

O’Harrow (1995) re ports that pre mar i tal in ter course is
quite com mon in Viet nam ese vil lages, but also that there is
still an ob li ga tion on the man’s part to marry the girl he has
de flow ered, and she re minds him of this fact in the stron gest 
pos si ble terms. Young cou ples in Ha noi, even mar ried cou -
ples, face great dif fi culty in find ing a place for pri vate en -
coun ters. The eve ning stroller through the city’s lakeside
pub li c parks must step care fully to avoid in ter rupt ing lovers 
hard at work.

Marriage and Family
In the past, Viet nam ese mar riages were ar ranged through 

mat ri mo nial agents (mai-dongs) who brought the two fam i -
lies to gether and ar ranged the ques tion of the wed ding por -
tion (brideprice). In ter est ingly, the woman did not bring any
mar riage por tion, and it was the groom who paid for the
wed ding pres ents, brought to the com mon lot his for tune of
rice fields and cat tle, and of ten had to pay money to the
wife’s fam ily. In re turn, his com pen sa tion was com par a -
tively small: a to bacco jar, for ex am ple, a box for be tel nuts,
or a cig a rette case. The wed ding cer e mony was quite sim -
ple: The fu ture hus band and wife met, mu tu ally of fered
them selves to each other, and chewed be tel nut to gether.
Though Con fu cian tra di tion per mits the hus band to take
lesser wives (the o ret i cally to be cho sen for him by the first
wife), eco nomic re al i ties (and rel a tively in noc u ous modern
laws) would force him to be con tent with one at a time.
O’Harrow (1995) re ports also that to give a woman a piece
of fine jew elry in the Viet nam ese tra di tion is to help con firm
her in de pend ence as a hu man be ing, and for a mother to
hand over a piece of her jew elry to her daugh ter is a uni ver -
sally un der stood ges ture, for which the subtext is “may this
protect you from misery.” Nowadays, divorce is increas -
ingly easy to obtain.

Adultery
A quite ques tion able story found in dif fer ent sources

dat ing back to the 19th cen tury is that a woman found guilty
of adul tery would be thrown to a spe cially trained el e phant,
which in turn threw her into the air with his trunk and tram -
pled her to death when she landed. Quite tell ing is the gusto
with which this story was spread by Eu ro pean authors.

The early Anna mite Code con tained the fol low ing ar ti cle: 
“An adul ter ess shall re ceive ninety blows of the rat tan upon
her but tocks, and her hus band may af ter wards marry her to
an other, or sell her if he pleases, or keep her in his house.”
Jacobus X. (1898) quotes Le Code: “Shop men who com mit
adul tery with the wife of their mas ter shall be treated as ser vi -
tors or slaves, and pun ished by strangulation.”

As O’Harrow (1995) shows, moral val ues in Viet nam ese
so ci ety are en forced by con straints of shame rather than
guilt. A Viet nam ese woman can cheat (in the West ern sense)
on her hus band with out re gret, as long as it is not known. The 
fol low ing say ing il lus trates the point: “Flir ta tions with de -
sire, I wore a wed ding ring for pro tec tion; I lost my wed ding

ring, but my de sire re mains.” Viet nam ese men, in their turn,
know the “rules of the game” and have less of a ten dency
than women to brag pub licly about their conquests.

It seems that the youn ger gen er a tion in par tic u lar, which
grew up dur ing doi moi, tends to ex cuse adul tery. Un hap pi -
ness in mar riage, be ing sex u ally un ful filled, or just be ing at -
tracted by an other per son are now re garded as le git i mate
rea sons to have sex ual con tact with an other per son other
than one’s partner (Khuat Thu Hong 1998).

Ac cord ing to Fahey (1998), mid dle-class ur ban women
of ten con fide dur ing in for mal in ter views that their hus -
bands have a mis tress or en ter tain sev eral girl friends. Be -
cause women are still re spon si ble for fam ily fi nances and
the wel fare of chil dren, it is com mon for them to have se cret
sav ings as a buff er against their hus band’s in dis cre tions
with other women.

Incidence of Oral and Anal Sex
Jacobus X. (1898) de scribed oral sex as a way to avoid

in fec tion with a ve ne real dis ease. Ap par ently, it is not a very 
suc cess ful method, as he later writes: “I have found erup -
tions, ul cer ations, and the scars of chan cres, on the lips and
tongue of the un happy vic tims of this form of de bauch ery.
When once they are af fected, they in turn help to spread the
syph i litic vi rus, by a law of rec i proc ity which it would be
very dif fi cult to re press.” This was con firmed by the French
surgeon Joyeux (1930).

Anal sex seems to have been far more com mon as a
homo sex u al prac tice than among hetero sex u al cou ples.
Jacobus X. (1898) sug gests that it was a phe nom e non that
only oc curred be tween pros ti tutes and their cus tom ers:
“The woman is old when she takes to sod omy, which she
does rather from eco nomic mo tives, on ac count of the
money it brings, than from natural taste.”Vietnam: Homoerotic, Homosexual, and BisexualBehaviors

6. Homoerotic, Homosexual, and
Bisexual Behaviors

A. Contemporary Practices
In Viet nam, there has his tor i cally been rel a tively lit tle

male homo sex u ali ty, al though a few of the em per ors of the
16th and 17th cen tu ries did main tain male con cu bines. In
pres ent-day Viet nam, homo sex u ali ty is still re garded as be -
ing a for eign prob lem, and, as in other so cial ist coun tries,
there is a lack of of fi cial re search on homo sex u al be hav ior.
In fact, homo sex u ali ty is quite a com mon sex ual be hav ior.
It may well be that the Com mu nist state is re luc tant to rec -
og nize its ex ist ence. As long as it is not prac ticed “openly,”
state of fi cials will not in ter fere. This is ev i dent in the 1998
case of a les bian cou ple who mar ried in pub li c. Be cause of
the pub li c cer e mony, Viet nam ese au thor i ties were forced to
act, even though they did not know how to deal with the
couple:

Two women were wed in Vinh Long prov ince (about 70
ki lo me ters from Ho Chi Minh City). Hun dreds of peo ple,
in clud ing friends, fam ily mem bers and a num ber of cu ri -
ous on look ers at tended the cer e mony on Sat ur day to cel e -
brate the mar riage of a 30-year-old woman to an other
woman aged about 20. Lo cal au thor i ties did not know
how to re act to the mar riage (Lao Dong [Newspaper]
March 8, 1998).

Two months later, the gov ern ment re acted:

Gov ern ment of fi cials have bro ken up the coun try’s first
known les bian mar riage and ex tracted a prom ise from the
lov ers they will never live to gether. Twenty of fi cials from
var i ous Com mu nist Party groups met the cou ple for three
hours at their home in the Me kong Delta town of Vinh
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Long. They were act ing on in struc tions of the Jus tice
Min is try in Ha noi “to put an end to the mar riage,” the
Thanh Nien news pa per re ported. It is un clear what kind of 
per sua sion was used to get the cou ple’s agree ment or what 
pun ish ment they could face if they change their minds, but 
they signed a doc u ment prom is ing not to live to gether, the
jus tice of fi cial said. “They would have had no trou ble
with their re la tion ship if they had not cho sen to have a
pub li c wed ding,” a mem ber of the pro vin cial jus tice de -
part ment said. The is sue was raised at the most re cent ses -
sion of the Na tional As sem bly dur ing de bate on amend -
ments to the law. There were many other homo sex u al
women liv ing to gether in the prov ince but Hong Kim
Huong, 30, and Cao Tien Duyen, 23, were the only ones
who were mar ried pub licly, he said. He said the wed ding
was an un wel come chal lenge to tra di tional sen si bil i ties
and pub li c mo ral ity but added: “As long as they don’t wed
publicly they are left in peace.” (Reuters May 23, 1998).

In 1997, the same news pa per launched a vir u lent cri -
tique of a mar riage be tween two men in Ho Chi Minh City.
The ap par ently lav ish cer e mony held in a big Sai gon ho tel
pro voked an av a lanche of pro tests from res i dents. Other
homo sex u al mar riages have taken place in Viet nam in dis -
crete cer e mo nies, but homo sex u ali ty re mains ta boo in the
coun try, al though it is not officially illegal.

Viet nam’s first gay wed ding took place in Ho Chi Minh
City. The two men cel e brated their un ion at a lo cal res tau -
rant with over one hun dred guests. Some au thor i ties, how -
ever, were not in the mood to con grat u late the grooms. “It
should be pub licly con demned,” said Nguyen Thi Thuong,
vice-di rec tor of the city’s state-run Con sult ing Cen ter for
Love, Mar riage and Fam i lies. “Pub li c opin ion does not
sup port this.” The po lice are re ported as say ing that no laws 
ex ist which would en able them to pun ish the happy cou ple.
The hon ey moon ers could not be reached for comment
(Reuters April 7, 1997).

Sex ual en coun ters be tween male ad o les cents may be fa -
cil i tated by so cially sanc tioned close phys i cal con tacts con -
sid ered “nor mal” be tween males, such as hold ing hands and 
rest ing or sleep ing close to gether in the same bed. As far as
the pre vail ing sex ual ac tiv i ties, mu tual mas tur ba tion and
fel la tio, are con cerned, there does not ap pear to be any
strongly de vel oped sense of play ing a mas cu line or fem i -
nine sex ual role of the kind as is of ten found in other so ci et -
ies where anal in ter course is more prev a lent and the ulti -
mate objective of homosexual encounters.

Proschan (1998) has re ported that al though “gay” might
be the only Eng lish word some of his in for mants had
known, they had em braced it as their own and im bued it
with mean ings that di verge from those of Eng lish-speak ers
else where:

Viet nam ese men to day are fash ion ing di verse ways of liv -
ing as men-who-love-men, draw ing var i ously on en dog e -
nous tra di tions and iden ti ties as well as ex og e nous con -
cepts and prac tices, com bin ing and re com bin ing them,
and at the same time con test ing both cul tural con ven tions
that would con demn homo sex u ali ty as in com pat i ble with
fil ial pi ety and met ro pol i tan no tions that would in sist
there is only one way to be authentically gay.

B. Homosexuality Under French Rule
Jacobus X. (1898) in ter preted homo sex u ali ty as a ques -

tion able be hav ior re sult ing from the Chi nese cul tural in flu -
ence, and a sign of dec a dence that dis ap peared af ter the
French in flu ence gained in flu ence. If it was prac ticed by the 
French, he claimed, it was only to es cape the dan gers of

syph i litic fe male pros ti tutes. In ter est ingly, he does not dis -
cuss the in ter de pen dency be tween male pros ti tu tion and
homo sex u ali ty. Ac cord ing to him, the cus tom ers in this era
were Chi nese and French, and the prostitutes Annamite
boys:

It is only the nays and the boys who come in di rect and
per ma nent con tact with the Eu ro pe ans. Nay sig ni fies
“bas ket.” The nays are chil dren of from seven to fif teen
years, who are pro vided with round bas kets. They are
found on the quays, in the mar ket, and in front of the
shops, wait ing for a cus tomer to make a pur chase of any
kind. . . . It is from these bas kets that the class of boys is re -
cruited. These lat ter are from fif teen to twenty-five years
of age [act ing as va let]. . . . When once he [the nay with his
bas ket in which he car ries the goods] gets to your house, if
he should sus pect that you have de praved tastes, he will
soon of fer you his ser vices: “Cap tain” (ev ery body was a
cap tain in 1860) “me much know chewchew ba nana,” and 
if the cli ent ap peared to hes i tate, “Me know ablic.” That is
sabir (pa tois). The nay and the boy are gen er ally, to use the 
Tardieu’s ex pres sion, “suck ers of the dart.” . . . Whilst the
Eu ro pean lies at full length on a long chair, or on his bed,
the boy—kneel ing or stoop ing—inguina osculatur, sugit,
emissumque se men in bucca recipit, usque ad ultimam
guttam [a kiss be tween the thighs, rise, ejac u late in the
mouth of recipient, even to the ultimate].

Al though by pref er ence a “sucker of the dart,” the nay,
or the boy, will not re fuse sod omy, but he is not en thu si as -
tic about it. It is not any moral rea son which stops him, for
he is above prej u dices of that sort. It is sim ply the dis pro -
por tion, which ex ists be tween the anus of a lad of ten or
twelve years, and the pe nis of an adult Eu ro pean, for two
nays have no ob jec tion to com mit ting the act with one an -
other. (Jacobus X. 1898)

C. Homosexuality During the Vietnam War
Lesbianism

Ac cord ing to Marnais (1967), who de scribes in de tail
male and fe male homo sex u ali ty, les bi an ism could be found
at all lev els of so ci ety dur ing the Viet nam War. There were
three bars ca ter ing ex clu sively to les bi ans, and les bian mar -
riages were also not un com mon in Sai gon, ob vi ously tol er -
ated by a so ci ety that re ferred to such cou ples as “friends.”
He in ter preted les bi an ism in Sai gon as par tic u larly rife
among the city’s pros ti tutes. The so-called “bull dyke” les -
bian did not ex ist, but there was a role di vi sion be tween the
“Sugar Mommy” and the young girl who lived at her ex -
pense. In the late 1960s, the Sai gon Daily news re ported a
case about a ma jor les bian “call-girl” op er a tion ca ter ing
mainly to wealthy fe male tour ists from the West and to jaded 
Sai gon so ci ety women. The or ga ni za tion was disbanded
when there was proof of the involvement of girls under 15.

Male Homosexuality
Dur ing the Viet nam War, much of Sai gon’s or ga nized

homo sex u al ac tiv ity re volved around the city’s “gay” bars.
Ac cord ing to Marnais (1967), there were a to tal of 18 such
es tab lish ments in ex ist ence dur ing the late 1960s. Many of
the cus tom ers could be found among mid dle-aged Sai gon
busi ness men and teen age stu dents. Only a small mi nor ity
dis played the slight est ef fem i nate trait. There were also
homo sex u al steambaths, night clubs, and cof fee shops, and
young boys, im pov er ished and or phaned by the war, sold
them selves openly on street cor ners to passersby. There
were at least four “call-boy” op er a tions, ca ter ing mainly
to wealthy Chi nese busi ness men and for eign (pri mar ily
French) res i dents. For Amer i can sol diers, it was risky to be
in volved in homo sex u al ac tiv ity, be cause the army did not
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tol er ate it, and sus pected homo sex u als were immediately
given a dishonorable discharge (Taylor 1997).

The only hint that the long years of liv ing in the jun gle
and tun nels of the Ho Chi Minh Trail left traces in the spe -
cific sex ual pref er ences of the Viet Cong can be found in the 
re ports of jour nal ists. Ac cord ing to Scholl-Latour (2000),
most of the Viet Cong were so un in ter ested in women when
Sai gon fi nally fell that the fe male pros ti tutes did not ap peal
to them. But it seems far more prob able that it was the strict
dis ci pline of the Viet Cong that pre vented them from “frat -
er niz ing” with prostitutes.

D. Homosexuality and Vietnamese Law
Proschan (Aronson 1999; “Frank” 2000) writes that nei -

ther homo sex u al iden tity nor be hav iors had ever been ex plic -
itly il le gal in Viet nam. The an cient le gal codes of the Le Dy -
nasty (1428-1787) and the Nguyen Dy nasty (1802-1945) de -
tailed the pen al ties for crimes such as hetero sex u al rape,
as sault, adul tery, and in cest, but left homo sex u ali ty un men -
tioned. The only pro vi sions in the codes that might ref er to
de vi ant sex u al ity were the pro hi bi tion against “men who
wear weird or sor cer ess gar ments” (Le Code, Ar ti cle 640;
Nguyen & Ta 1987), and a pro hi bi tion of cas tra tion and self-
cas tra tion (Le Code, Ar ti cle 305; Nguyen Code, Ar ti cle 344). 
Both pro vi sions were not found in ear lier Chi nese codes. On
the few oc ca sions when homo sex u al ac tiv i ties seem to have
been pun ished, they had been treated as rape or as adul tery
(dis re gard ing the fact that both part ners were the same sex,
and con cen trat ing in stead on the fact that one or both were
mar ried to other part ners). Viet nam ese le gal codes had al -
ways been strongly in flu enced by the Chi nese codes of the
same eras. In 1740, when the Ching Dy nasty in China elab o -
rated for the first time in Chi nese his tory pun ish ment for sod -
omy be tween con sent ing adults, the Viet nam ese did not fol -
low suit, once again omit ting any such pro hi bi tions in the
Nguyen Code that was pro mul gated soon af ter. Nor did the
French co lo nials in sti tute ex plicit pro hi bi tions against sod -
omy or ped er asty in their col o nies, be cause un der the Code
Napoléon, these acts did not fall under the purview of the le -
gal system.

Al though homo sex u ali ty or sod omy was not spe cif i -
cally re ferred to any where in mod ern Viet nam ese crim i nal
law, “sex buy ing and sell ing in any form” was pro hib ited, as 
were more-gen eral and vague crimes such as “un der min ing
pub li c mo ral ity.” In the lat est Law on Mar riage and Fam ily
(1986), no ar ti cle men tioned the State at ti tude or any guide -
lines for pub li c opin ion about homo sex u al be hav ior. The
Pe nal Code did not men tion homo sex u ali ty ei ther in its ar ti -
cles on in cest, rape, pros ti tu tion, sex ual as sault, or child
mar riage. But Viet nam ese au thor i ties could find le gal ba sis
for pun ish ing homo sex u al be hav ior if they chose, be cause
crimes such as “un der min ing pub li c mo ral ity” could be
used (as sim i lar crimes of “public indecency” or “solicit -
ing” are in the U.S.) to prosecute homosexuality.

E. Language and Homosexuality
The Viet nam ese use more than one ex pres sion for the

West ern ne ol o gism homo sex u ali ty, al though all have the
same un der ly ing mean ing of “half man and half woman.”
For ex am ple, Dong Tinh Luyen Ai is a lit eral trans la tion via
Chi nese of “homo sex u ali ty,” which dates back to 1869. Its
en try date into the Viet nam ese lan guage is not very clear. It
did not ap pear in Dao Duy Anh’s Han Viet Tu Dien of 1931,
but it did ap pear in his Phap Viet Tu Dien of 1936, and might 
have had lim ited cur rency in the jour nal is tic vocabulary of
the 1930s.

The con cept of homo sex u ali ty only came into greater use
with the in tro duc tion of West ern psy chol ogy and sexol o gy in 

so-called hy giene man u als in the 1950s and 1960s. Ai Nam
Ai Nu is the clos est de scrip tive ap prox i ma tion to what is
meant on to logi cally and behaviorally by the West ern term
homo sex u ali ty, though, if one takes Ai as a verb, the term
 comes closer to “bi sex ual” be hav ior. It did not come into use
be fore the 1940s. An other vari a tion on this term, which is
more com mon in the bi o log i cal and med i cal vo cab u lary, is
Ban Nam Ban Nu. Pe De, for the French pederaste, is prob a -
bly the most com mon by word for a gay per son in Viet nam. It
is ur ban in or i gin and can be dated to the French us age of the
word. From the Chi nese is bor rowed Ke Gian, which is
mostly used to de pict anal in ter course, be ing thus is not lim -
ited to same-sex practice (“Vinh N.” 1999).

F. Sex Tourism
As pub li ca tions like The Men of Viet Nam: A Travel

Guide to Gay Viet Nam and websites like www.uto pia-
asia.com sug gest, for eign homo sex u al sex tour ism is on the
rise. Many West ern vis i tors, who are called “Rice Queens,”
leave be hind every thing they know about safe sex prac tices
when they come to Viet nam. Ac cord ing to an es ti mate of
the Nguyen Friend ship So ci ety, one third of Viet nam ese
men who have sex with for eign ers do not use a con dom, and
may have never used a condom before.Vietnam: Gender Diversity and Transgender Issues

7. Gender Diversity and
Transgender Issues

Bao, Long, & Tay lor (1998) re port that a transgendered
per son in Viet nam is mainly a “man” who wears fe male
clothes and pres ents him self as a fe male. Bong cai is the
com mon term in the south and is trans lated lit er ally as “fe -
male shadow,” whereas dong co is the com mon term in the
north and is trans lated as “woman goes into a trance,” re -
veal ing its or i gin from the sha man ist ic tra di tion: The male
ong dong or the fe male ba dong are sha man ic me di ums who 
in car nate a pan theon of spir its, both male and fe male, dur -
ing the course of a len dong per for mance in one of the for -
tune teller’s tem ples. They take on, in suc ces sion, the cos -
tume and com port ment of the nu mer ous spir its in voked, in
what can be a daylong show of elab o rate costumery. It
seems that Viet nam ese transgendered males only have sex
with men, never with women or with other transgendered
per sons. Transgendered males ref er to one an other as “sis -
ters” (chi em).

There are quite a few trans ves tites in Sai gon who are try -
ing to earn a liv ing through pros ti tu tion. They look for cus -
tom ers in cer tain night clubs and bars, as well as on the
streets. Be ing a trans ves tite seems not to be some thing that
is dis played in pub li c, and the search for cus tom ers is done
in an ag gres sive though feminine way.

Jacobus X. (1898) men tions trans ves ti tism in con nec -
tion with pros ti tu tion dur ing the French pe ri od of Vietnam:

I can not, how ever, pass over in si lence, one ec cen tric form 
of the lusus amoris. The Chi nese ac tors who play the
women’s parts, come in their cos tumes [to the brothel],
and as sume the char ac ter of a mod est vir gin, afraid of los -
ing her vir gin ity, a re fine ment of vice which is much ap -
pre ci ated. In the pres ence of a num ber of old men, not very 
par tic u lar, the scenes of the first night of wed ded life are
rep re sented without any shame.

Com ment ing on trans ves tite sing ers and trans ves tite
strip tease in the homo sex u al night clubs of Sai gon ca ter ing
to male homo sex u al trans ves tites dur ing the Viet nam ese-
Amer i can War, Marnais (1967) re ported that trans ves tite
pros ti tutes would con gre gate daily on the ter race of the
Con ti nen tal Ho tel in Sai gon. They were re ported to have
dis ap peared from view af ter the Com mu nist take over of
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South Viet nam in 1975, but re cent re ports from the in for -
mants of Car rier, Nguyen, and Su (1997) re turn ing from
Sai gon show that male trans ves tites can be seen on the
streets once again, and some are again earning their income
as prostitutes.

They may also make a liv ing by join ing a lot tery team
(lo to), of ten dur ing ad o les cence, as sing ers. “Lot tery team” 
re fers to a mo bile lot tery team, who sell tick ets and then
spin for a prize at that es tab lish ment. The teams use sing ing
to ad ver tise (Bao, Long, & Taylor 1998).Vietnam: Significant Unconventional SexualBehaviors

8. Significant Unconventional
Sexual Behaviors

A. Coercive Sex
Co er cive sex is pro hib ited in Viet nam. Ar ti cle 112 of the

Viet nam ese Pe nal Code says:

1. Any per son who uses force or any other means to have
sex ual in ter course with an other per son against his will
shall be sen tenced to im pris on ment from 1 to 5 years.
Any per son who com mits rape of a mi nor aged from 13
up ward or a girl to whom he has the re spon si bil ity to
give care and ed u ca tion or to pro vide med i cal treat ment
shall be sen tenced to im pris on ment from 2 to 7 years.

2. Any per son who com mits a crime in one of the fol low -
ing cases shall be sen tenced to im pris on ment from 5 to
15 years:
a. Or ga nized rape or rape that does se ri ous harm to

the vic tim’s health
b. Rape of many per sons or cre ation of se ri ous harms

to the vic tim’s health
c. Re lapse into for mer crime with more se ver ity.

3. Any per son who com mits a crime which causes the
death or the sui cide of the vic tim or com mits a crime in
a spe cially se ri ous cir cum stance shall be sen tenced to
im pris on ment from 12 to 20 years, to life im pris on -
ment or to death penalty.

4. Any cases of hav ing sex with a child aged un der 13
shall be re garded as com mit ting a rape and the per son
in ques tion shall be sen tenced to im pris on ment from 7
to 15 years. Any per son who com mits a crime be long -
ing to one of the cases stip u lated in items 2 and 3 of this 
ar ti cle shall be sen tenced to im pris on ment from 12 to
20 years, to life im pris on ment or to death penalty.

Child Sexual Abuse and Pedophilia
In ces tu ous re la tions and child mar riages, as well as

early mar riages, are pro hib ited by the Pe nal Code in Ar ti -
cles 112, 146, and 145. Al though re li able sta tis ti cal data are
not avail able, it seems quite cer tain that the num ber of ju ve -
nile pros ti tutes has in creased rather quickly in re cent years.
Based on the ra tio of age range of pros ti tutes pro vided by
the Nam Ha prov ince, it is known that among 164 pros ti -
tutes, 17.6% of them are in the 13-to-16-year age group and
19.5% are in the 16-to-18-year age group. To gether, there
are 37.4% in the 13-to-19-year age group. An other re search
doc u ment on pros ti tu tion in Ho Chi Minh City shows that in 
1989, ju ve nile pros ti tutes ac counted for 2.1% of the to tal
num ber of pros ti tutes; in 1990, the rate was 5.2%, and in
1995, it was as high as 15% (Hoang Ba & Pham Kim Ngoc
1996). The United Na tions Chil dren’s Fund (UNICEF) had
a 1995 es ti mate that there were 40,000 child sex workers
throughout Vietnam.

Jacobus X. (1898) re cords a va ri ety of pro ver bial say -
ings com mon in French-dom i nated Viet nam of the 19th
cen tury: “For a girl to be still a vir gin at ten years old, she
must have nei ther broth ers nor fa thers.” The same au thor
 reports on pedophilia:

. . . whilst he is a nay [a boy who is car ry ing a “bas ket” for
a cus tomer], he has not usu ally reached the age of pu berty. 
As may eas ily be imag ined, these poor lit tle wretches fall
into the hands of “ac tive” ped er asts, who are not re mark -
able for gen tle ness and kind ness, and who bru tally as -
suage their lewd pas sions with out car ing what may be the
re sult. I have of ten found, in these un for tu nate nays,
marks of at tempts that have been com mit ted al most by vi -
o lence, the fact be ing that a lad not yet ar rived at pu berty,
and frail and weak, is in ca pa ble of mak ing any se ri ous
 resistance to bru tal at tempts at sod omy on the part of an
adult European or Asiatic. (Jacobus X. 1898)

Dur ing the Viet nam War, sex with chil dren and in ces tu ous
sex was fre quently con nected with pros ti tu tion. Marnais
(1967) re ported that it was pos si ble to watch live sex shows
with teen age twins and also hire them for sex. In a Sai gon
brothel called the “Doll House,” over 50 girls, none older
than 12, served the cli ents for sadomasochistic games. In the
“House of Pain,” very young girls got in jec tions of her oin to
make them phys i cally and psy cho log i cally dependent.

Rape
There ex ist few sta tis tics about sex ual abuse, and they

are not very re li able. It is, for in stance, quite ques tion able
when Hoang Ba and Pham Kim Ngoc (1996) state that be -
fore the 1990s, only 400 cases of rape of women and chil -
dren had oc curred in the whole coun try in one year:

From Jan u ary 1993 to July 1995, 1,685 cases of rape (324
cases be ing of chil dren) oc curred. Com pared with the
years prior to 1990, cases of child rap ing only ac counted
for 4 to 6% of the to tal, but in the past three years, this rate
has in creased. Con cretely speak ing, in 1993 rapes of chil -
dren ac counted for 14.6%, in 1994 16.6% and in the first
months of 1995, the rate reached as high as 30%. The vic -
tims were young girls in the age group 10-13 but there
were also cases of rap ing lit tle girls aged only 4-5. In Ho
Chi Minh City in 1994, 55 rapes of chil dren oc curred out
of a to tal of 107 cases. 43 of them were un der 13 (Hoang
Ba & Pham Kim Ngoc 1996).

Incest
As O’Harrow (1995) re marked, the voc a tive sys tem of

the Viet nam ese lan guage is largely de void of pro nouns and
uses, re ly ing in stead on static kin ship terms. Thus, in Viet -
nam ese, a hus band and wife en joy a fic tive in cest. The hus -
band speaks to his wife us ing the same terms he has al ways
used to wards his real youn ger sis ters, re fer ring to him self as 
“older brother” (anh) and call ing his wife “lit tle sis ter”
(em). Also, a very pe cu liar in cest ta boo is found in Viet nam: 
It is for bid den for a Bud dhist stu dent to marry the widow of
his teacher (Gregersen 1996). The tra di tional pun ish ment
for incest was strangulation of the offender.

B. Prostitution
Prostitution in the Pre-Colonial Era

Jacobus X. (1898) re ported that pros ti tu tion was very
com mon dur ing the 19th cen tury. He dis tin guished be tween 
the Anna mite “Bam boo,” the Chi nese brothel, and the
“Flower Boats,” the Anna mite “Day light Whore” and the
Anna mite “Mis tress of the Eu ro pean.” These girls were ei -
ther sold by their poor par ents or even kid napped by pro fes -
sional girl trad ers. It seems that the Anna mite “Bam boo”
was the brothel for the na tives and the lower so cial lay ers of
the French co lo nials. The pros ti tutes were Viet nam ese girls
who had to wait for cus tom ers in bam boo huts, hence the
name. The in fec tion rate with STDs was high, and the stand -
ard of hy giene quite low. Jacobus X. (1898) men tioned
black lac quered teeth (a Chi nese fash ion) and hair less
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pubes as eth nic pe cu liar i ties. The girls had to sell them -
selves for very lit tle money, and most of the money went to
the pimp.

He also de scribed the style of liv ing of Chi nese pros ti -
tutes, who first came from Sin ga pore. They re sided in big
houses and waited on the ve ran das for cli ents. An el der
women acted as “mama.” On the first floor were a lot of Chi -
nese beds with dark-col ored mos quito cur tains to con ceal the 
cou ples. For wait ing opium-smok ers, there would be a pipe.
Al though few of the girls smoked, they were in structed in
pre par ing the pipes. The own ers of the broth els and flower
boats, which are house boats in the chan nels, worked with out
li cense, and were free to carry on their trade. How ever, they
had to put up with the ex tor tion of the Man da rins. Un der the
most triv ial pre sump tion of har bor ing crim i nals, their in hab -
it ants might be mer ci lessly driven out. In ter est ingly, the Chi -
nese pros ti tutes had a chance to be come a con cu bine of a man 
of rep u ta tion, and then rise to a more hon ored po si tion. The
houses of pros ti tu tion of Cholon were al most ex clu sively re -
served for the Chi nese and re sem bled the “so ci ety houses” in
Eu rope. They were quite luxurious, with salons, divans, so -
fas, mirrors, and pictures.

Be sides these broth els, there also ex isted the so-called
“Day light Whore” and the sys tem of the mis tress. Ap par -
ently, the first was for merly in the bam boo but left be cause
of her age. She also had a souteneur, who pro tected her from 
the po lice of fi cers. They lin gered in the streets and around
res tau rants, wait ing to con tact some pos si ble cli ent. Af ter
the ini tial con tact was made, they fol lowed the cli ent to his
house, ready to sug gest sod omy and the kneel ing in stead of
the horizontal position.

The mis tress of the Eu ro pean was of ten bought di rectly
from the par ents “for some 20 pi as ters,” a young girl of 15
or 16, se lected from those whose fate it would ul ti mately be
to be sent to the “bam boo.” It was quite com mon, though, to
take the mis tress of some friend or col league who was leav -
ing the col ony, and thus get a woman “who has had some
train ing, re quires no out fit, and un der stands a lit tle French.” 
To pre vent the mis tress from “go ing wrong,” Jacobus X.
(1898) sug gested set ting his own Anna mite boy over her as
bodyguard.

Official French Policy Towards Prostitution
Ac cord ing to Troung (1990) who quoted the re port of

the Com mis sion of En quiry of the League of Na tions
(1933), French co lo nial pol icy ad hered to the In ter na tion al
Con ven tion for the Sup pres sion of the White Slave Traf fic
of 1910, but did not ac cede to the In ter na tion al Con ven tion
for the Sup pres sion of the Traf fic in Women and Chil dren of 
1921. The gen eral pol icy pur sued by the French gov ern -
ment in Indochina was reg u la tion, i.e., con trol through reg -
is tra tion and su per vi sion of broth els and women who were
al ready pros ti tutes, and safe guard ing women and girls from 
be ing in duced by force or de ceit into pros ti tu tion. The con -
trol of pros ti tu tion was en trusted to mu nic i pal and pro vin -
cial au thor i ties. The age of con sent for reg is tered pros ti tu -
tion was es tab lished at 18 years for Asians and 21 years for
Eu ro pe ans. The po lice reg is tered a pros ti tute if she was
found so lic it ing in the streets or if a per son com plained of
hav ing been “con tam i nated” by her. In 1926, about 24 li -
censed broth els paid taxes every month to the Ha noi city ad -
min is tra tion in ad di tion to the ho tels and lodg ing houses
that se cretly har bored pros ti tu tion. In 1935, H. Virgitti,
mayor of Ha noi, dis closed that there were about 4,000
people working in the sex industry, not including geishas
and dancers (Khuat Thu Hong 1998).

It is in ter est ing to note that traf fic in women was con sid -
ered by the French co lo nial ad min is tra tion a prob lem solely

con nected with Asian tra di tions and cus toms. The 1929 re -
port of the po lice pros e cu tor at the Court of Ap peal in Sai -
gon cited the fol low ing ex am ple of this quite hyp o crit i cal
at ti tude to wards the Viet nam ese and the be lief in the co lo -
nial authorities’ own superiority:

It may be that the su per vi sion ex er cised, the se vere sen -
tences by the courts and the ad min is tra tive mea sures
taken against for eign Asiatics sen tenced for of fences of
this na ture, have warned de lin quent peo ple against the
con se quences of this shame ful com merce; it may be that
the men tal at ti tude mod i fied through French in flu ence
and through con tact with our civ i li za tion, so re spect ful of
the rights of women and chil dren, has brought about an al -
most com plete change of the na tive cus toms (Com mis -
sion of En quiry of the League of Nations 1933, 218).

The French be lieved that li censed broth els were a far
more hu mane and civ i lized treat ment of pros ti tutes who
were as sumed to have en tered the pro fes sion de lib er ately,
even though the con di tions were quite un bear able be cause
of ex treme ex ploi ta tion. Med i cal of fi cers some times sent
girls to hos pi tal not be cause of ve ne real dis eases, but be -
cause they were in a state of “very great ex haus tion, hav ing
been obliged by the keep ers of the house to re ceive an ex -
ces sive num ber of cus tom ers” (Com mis sion of Enquiry of
the League of Nations 1933, 217).

As in other col o nies, Viet nam had a dou ble stand ard. The
few white pros ti tutes pos sessed cer tain rights; they could, for 
ex am ple, in sti tute le gal pro ce dures against souteneurs of
French na tion al ity, and the men were in vari ably pun ished
and ex pelled (Com mis sion of En quiry of the League of Na -
tions 1933, 215-217). Be cause of the ideas of the So cial Pu -
rity move ment, pros ti tu tion was re garded as evil. Be cause
the aim was not to an a lyze the so cial and eco nomic rea sons
for pros ti tu tion, pros ti tutes be came criminalized, in contrast
to their customers.

The French also used Bordels Mo bile de Campagne, huge 
trailer trucks con verted into mo bile field broth els with ten
women to each truck. The Bordels Mo bile trav eled to every
fight ing front. When on leave in Ha noi or Sai gon, the French
sol diers pre ferred non-mil i tary-or ga nized es tab lish ments.

Vietnam War Period
Ac cord ing to Khuat Thu Hong (1998), ar chive ma te ri als 

in di cate that in 1954 in Ha noi alone, there were around
12,000 pro fes sional pros ti tutes work ing in 45 broth els and
55 cab a ret houses of whom over 6,000 were li censed. Af ter
1954, in north ern Viet nam, pros ti tu tion was the o ret i cally
elim i nated. Ar ti cle 202 of the Crim i nal Code states that any
shel ter ing, en tice ment, or in duce ment of pros ti tutes is an il -
le gal act, and pun ish ment will vary by de gree of vi o la tion.
Yet, every year, about 300 to 400 persons were discovered
working in this trade.

Be tween 1959 and 1962, or ga nized pros ti tu tion in the
South was al most to tally crushed by Ma dame Nhu, who
closed down every brothel and heavily fined the own ers.
This changed af ter the Ngo Dinh Diem re gime was over -
thrown in 1963. Dur ing the late 1960s, about 32 es tab lish -
ments in Sai gon were houses of pros ti tu tion, rang ing from
mod est apart ments to el e gant three-story es tab lish ments. A
good deal of the sex busi ness was in the hands of the Viet -
nam ese un der world, like the “Yel low Pang So ci ety.” In the
French as well as in the Amer i can pe ri od, the “Flower
Boats” or sam pans plied their trade. They were fre quently
fam ily op er a tions, with the daugh ter(s) work ing as pros ti -
tute(s) while the broth ers pimped on dry land. Some of the
larger junks, how ever, were pro fes sion ally run, of ten by the
Sai gon un der world. Prior to 1975, sta tis tics from the Min is -
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try of So ci ety of the Sai gon gov ern ment re ported about
200,000 pro fes sional pros ti tutes. In Sai gon alone in 1968,
there were about 10,000 professional prostitutes. By 1974,
the figure had reached 100,000.

Dur ing the Viet nam War, one mil lion sol diers from the
United States were sta tioned through out South east Asia.
Most of these host coun tries signed agree ments to pro vide
their ser vices as “Rest and Rec re ation” cen ters for United
States mil i tary and aid per son nel. Their pres ence con trib uted 
to the pro lif er a tion of com mer cial sex ual in ter course. Al -
though the U.S. Army was not of fi cially in volved in pro vid -
ing sex work ers to cover it self against con gres sio nal re ac tion
at home, it is known that some of the broth els kept by the
Viet nam ese Gov ern ment and the ARVIN (Army of Viet nam) 
were ex clu sively re served for GIs. The first mil i tary brothel
opened in 1966 in Pleiku in the cen tral high lands. Ac cord ing
to Marnais (1967), it was to be the model for other “rec re -
ation centers,” including several within the Saigon area:

The Pleiku brothel has twenty rooms, white washed and
pleas antly fur nished. The girls are all care fully se lected
on the ba sis of good looks, per son al ity and knowl edge of
Eng lish. (U.S. Army In tel li gence also runs a se cu rity
check on each girl to make sure she is not a Viet Cong
agent out to pick up use ful in for ma tion from her trust ing
bed mates.) The girls are closely su per vised by a ma tron
un der con tract to the Pleiku Ad min is tra tive Coun cil. An
Amer i can GI pays 300 piastres ($2.50) for a ticket, al low -
ing him up to three hours with any given girl. (Two somes
and other ex otic sex ual ménages are out.) Be tween 100
and 300 GIs visit the house each day, pass ing through a
sand bagged guard post where they are re quired to show
their ticket and have it stamped by a Viet nam ese sol dier.
Fif teen per cent of the girl’s earn ings are de ducted to pay
for ex penses at the cen ter, but a hard-work ing and a pop u -
lar pros ti tute can earn be tween 8000 to 15,000 piastres
($66 to $125) a month, a good salary in today’s Vietnam.

The main rea son for the U.S. Army to pro vide those es -
tab lish ments was the alarm ingly high ve ne real dis ease rate 
among U.S. en listed men. How ever, most of the sol diers
pre ferred to look for pros ti tutes them selves in bars ca ter -
ing to GIs.

A pros ti tute earned as much as $180 per month. The av er -
age gov ern ment civ i l ser vant earned roughly $30 a month,
and even cab i net min is ters and As sem bly mem bers had fixed 
sal a ries of $120. A spe cial form of pros ti tu tion was the “mis -
tress,” i.e., a paid steady girl friend. GIs con sid ered this a
“safer” al ter na tive to the broth els and bar girls. There ex isted
ru mors about an in cur able strain of syph i lis, called “Black
Clap,” and Viet Cong girls who were able to put ra zor blades
into their va gi nas to cas trate or even kill cli ents (Gulzow &
Mitch ell 1980). The lat ter ru mor is with out doubt a re flec tion 
of the abil ity of some trained girls to use their va gi nas to
smoke cig a rettes, shoot ar rows, or to put ra zor blades or other 
sharp materials in them without getting hurt.

While un der French rule, mar riages of French sol diers
and Viet nam ese women were pro hib ited. Amer i can sol -
diers, on the other hand, could marry. A U.S. Army study of
64 GIs who had filed ap pli ca tions to marry Viet nam ese girls 
be tween June 1964 and No vem ber 1966 con cluded that a
high pro por tion of GIs who mar ried Viet nam ese women
were di vorced, sex u ally in hib ited, fear ful of Amer i can
women, or dis en chanted with some as pects of American
life (Marnais 1967).

The Present
Af ter the Viet Cong oc cu pa tion of Sai gon, the new gov -

ern ment tried to elim i nate pros ti tu tion by clos ing broth els

and send ing pros ti tutes to work or to so-called re ed u ca tion
cen ters. Be tween 1975 and 1985, 14,304 pros ti tutes in Ho
Chi Minh City were sent to those cen ters. The Gov ern ment
claimed that pros ti tu tion was erad i cated in the South by
1985. But as Steph a nie Fahey (1998) re marked: “In a coun -
try where the Com mu nist Party at tempted to erad i cate pros ti -
tu tion and por nog ra phy, pros ti tutes are now found in al most
every bar, res tau rant and ho tel whether pri vate or state-
owned.” Ac cord ing to sta tis tics from the De part ment of
Crim i nal Po lice, Min is try of the In te rior, in the first six
months of 1990, Viet nam had 40,000 pros ti tutes and 1,000
broth els. By the first six months of 1993, there were 200,000
pros ti tutes and 2,000 broth els. A re port pre pared by SCF
(Save the Chil dren Fund) in 1995 es ti mated that there were
149 broth els in Ho Chi Minh City alone. Many of the es tab -
lish ments are, of fi cially, bars sell ing beer to Viet nam ese cli -
ents. Ac cord ing to one re cent un of fi cial es ti mate (Khuat Thu
Hong 1998), there may be half a mil lion sex work ers in all of
Viet nam, not in clud ing the in creas ing num ber of male pros ti -
tutes in the south ern prov inces and the big north ern cit ies.
Gov ern ment Res o lu tions 53, 87, and 88, passed in 1994 and
1995, strengthen man age ment over cul tural ac tiv i ties and
monitor the struggle against the so-called social evils, in -
cluding prostitution, gambling, and drug use.

The rea sons for women to be come sex work ers re main
the same as dur ing the Viet nam War and in other de vel op ing
coun tries where there are few op por tu ni ties in ru ral ar eas and 
low wages in the jobs open for un ed u cated girls. Pov erty is
not the sole rea son push ing women into pros ti tu tion. Fam ily
con flicts and their feel ing of hope less ness about their hus -
bands or boy friends are also im por tant rea sons. The women
in ter viewed by Coo per and Hanson (1998) stated that they
were much better off now than in their vil lages. Al though
pros ti tu tion is il le gal in Viet nam, be cause of eco nomic prob -
lems, it is again be com ing the boom ing busi ness it was dur -
ing the Viet nam War. But tour ists re port that be cause of cor -
rup tion, the in ter pre ta tion of the law is quite broad. Some of
the girls who are look ing for cus tom ers and are talk ing to
tour ists are agent pro vo ca teurs for cor rupt po lice men who
force the for eign er to pay large sums to “avoid an in ci dent.”
On the other hand, there are also po lice ac tions to clean up
streets and dis tricts with known prostitution, as Cooper and
Hanson (1998) were told by a madam.

Pros ti tutes can be found on the street, some times with a
pimp in the back ground, in mas sage par lors, and night clubs. 
Two types of so cial net works are most com mon in the sex
work ers: peer and friend re la tions. They of ten work to -
gether in groups of two to five at a site, and this site re mains
fixed for a num ber of pros ti tutes for an ex tended pe ri od of
time, from sev eral months to a year or two. Many pros ti -
tutes are or ga nized in groups for pro tec tion, or they may be -
come friends. As a re sult of these so cial group ings, new -
com ers may be bul lied by older pros ti tutes. They of ten
make friends with a man who is re ferred to as their “boy -
friend” (bo ruot). He may be a fa mil iar cli ent or a man who
live s with the pros ti tute in a hired room and can pro tect her
dur ing work. Pros ti tutes have sex ual re la tions with cli ents,
boy friends, and hus bands. The av er age num ber of sex ual
con tacts of the ten pros ti tutes in ter viewed by Bao, Long,
and Taylor (1998) was 23 per month, some having 40 or 50.

Clients of Prostitutes
Cli ents of sex work ers are called Khach lang choi in

Viet nam ese. Ac cord ing to the study by Bao, Long, and Tay -
lor (1998), all so cial classes, with the ex cep tion of farm ers,
can be found among them: work ers, truck driv ers, stu dents,
en gi neers, mar ried, and un mar ried men. The cli ents of ten
start off go ing to a beer hug bar or res tau rant to drink beer
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where they end up ne go ti at ing sex with one of the beer hug
girls. Or they drink beer or al co hol first at one place and
then go to another place to seek sex.

As in other de vel op ing coun tries, sex tour ism is a grow -
ing busi ness. Al though re li able sta tis tics are not avail able,
such in di ca tors as websites with ad vice for in ter na tion al
tour ists show a tre men dous in crease of trav el ers in ter ested
in sex, es pe cially be cause Viet nam wrongly has the rep u ta -
tion of be ing “safer” with re gard to STDs and AIDS than
other coun tries in South east Asia. Be cause by law, Viet -
nam ese cit i zens are pro hib ited from go ing into a ho tel room
of a tour ist un less they are reg is tered guests, pros ti tutes and
cus tom ers meet at small Viet nam ese-owned min i-ho tels
that cater to the locals and tolerate prostitution.

Healthcare
Since the early 1990s, the New Zea land Pros ti tutes Col -

lec tive has worked to gether with the Save the Chil dren
Fund in pro vid ing peer-train ing work shops for sex work ers. 
Ac cord ing to the SCF of fi cial re port of 1995:

Peer ed u ca tors and peer coun sel ors serv e as cred i ble and
impactful disseminators of pre ven tive/pro tec tive knowl -
edge and be hav ior skills, and as pos i tively re in forc ing
role mod els and change agents in the ref er ent tar get pop u -
la tions (in clud ing sex workers). (p. 4)

On the street, an out reach worker re ported to Coo per and
Hanson (1998) that there is at the start al ways some mis trust 
when they try to bring women for an STD checkup, but with 
de vel op ing re la tion ships, the women are glad that some one
looks af ter them.

Sexual Slavery
Ac cord ing to Ar ti cle 115 of the Pe nal Code, any per son

who buys and sells women shall be sen tenced to im pris on -
ment from 5 to 7 years. Any per son who en gages in this kind 
of be hav ior with an or ga ni za tion, takes the woman abroad,
buys or sells many women, or re lapses into this crime shall
be sen tenced to 5 to 20 years in prison.

Ac cord ing to news in the South China Morn ing Post
(July 29, 1999), do mes tic sex ual slav ery is in creas ing, with
an es ti mated 20% of Viet nam’s com mer cial sex work ers
held in broth els against their will. In Viet nam, women can be 
sold to broth els for two mil lion dong (HK$1,120), but ac -
cord ing to the Min is try of La bor, broth els in Tai wan and
China pay up to US$7,000 (HK$54,250) for young Viet -
nam ese women. There fore, it is no won der that Viet nam is
be com ing an im por tant source of women des tined for sex ual 
slav ery in Hong Kong, Macao, and South east Asia. Many
vic tims are lured into mar riages with for eign ers and mi grate
with their new husbands before being sold to brothels.

C. Pornography and Erotica
Jacobus X. (1898) re ported that in the sec ond half of the

19th cen tury, Chi nese mer chants were fa mous for sell ing
Chi nese and Jap a nese phalli (dil dos) and the col ored al -
bums of Chi nese erot ica. At first, the mer chants had quite a
bad rep u ta tion, but this changed grad u ally, with the mer -
chants be com ing es teemed for their business.

Dur ing the Viet nam War, the main sources for por no -
graphic pho to graphs were the black mar ket mon ey chang ers 
who al ways had some pic tures to sell to GIs. The Tu Do
Street was the main cen ter to pur chase por no graphic ma te -
rial, ac cord ing to Marnais (1967). Dur ing the early 1960s,
the only por no graphic pic tures and books avail able in the
city were im ports from Hong Kong and Bang kok, where lit -
tle car toon fo lios, por no graphic po ems, and pho to graphs
were turned out by the hun dreds of thou sands. By 1967,
with the in flux of GIs, the mar ket had grown, and a group of

do mes tic en tre pre neurs has sprung up to take ad van tage of
it. Por no graphic pa per backs, fea tur ing young Viet nam ese
girls and boys sold along the “Rue Cat,” were printed on
Saigon’s presses.

The “blue” movie houses were lo cated on the same street 
in lit tle rooms above shops or bars, and the lo ca tions fluc tu -
ated fre quently to keep the au thor i ties away. The win dows
were painted black or cov ered with heavy cur tains. The
mov ies usu ally showed a young woman wak ing up in her
small room, tak ing off her few clothes, start ing to mas tur -
bate with some kind of dildo or fruit, and end ing with a male
or fe male vis i tor to her room hav ing in ter course with her. As 
in the 1960s, they were usu ally short 16-mm films, mostly in 
black and white and with out sound; some were more ex pen -
sively pro duced in color, some with three somes or bes ti al -
ity. In the back ground of the rooms were pros ti tutes wait ing
for po ten tial cus tom ers, most of whom were West ern ers.
Pros ti tutes also used por no graphic pic tures and mov ies to
get their cli ents “in the mood.” Eu ro pean por no graphic
films ex isted for homo sex u als. Al though por nog ra phy is
for bid den to day, ac cord ing to Steph a nie Fahey (1998), gov -
ern ment re search institutes are known to import porno -
graphic magazines for resale.Vietnam: Contraception, Abortion, and PopulationPlanning

9. Contraception, Abortion, and
Population Planning

A. Vietnam’s Family Planning Policy
The Viet nam ese fam ily plan ning pro gram has its roots in

the early 1960s, when some con tra cep tive meth ods be came
avail able in both the south ern and north ern re gions on a lim -
ited ba sis. Be gin ning in 1962 in the north ern prov ince, the
gov ern ment plan ning pol icy was di rected to re duc ing the
rate of pop u la tion growth, and the use of cer tain rel a tively
per ma nent con tra cep tive meth ods, such as the IUD, was pro -
moted. Un til the 1970s, how ever, a gov ern men tal pol icy was
not for mally im ple mented. The fam ily plan ning pro gram in
the south ern prov ince be gan in the late 1960s, largely in re -
sponse to con cern over ma ter nal and in fant mor tal ity and the
in creas ing num ber of il le gal abor tions. In the mid-1970s, the
Gov ern ment of the Re pub lic of South Viet nam stated that
fam ily plan ning had been adopted as an of fi cial pol icy, but
in ad e quate med i cal facilities made it impossible to imple -
ment an effective family planning program.

The Com mit tee for Pop u la tion and Fam ily Plan ning
(CPFP) was es tab lished dur ing the early 1980s, and a one- or 
two-child pol icy was for mally ini ti ated in late 1988. At
about the same time, Viet nam in tro duced com pre hen sive
free-mar ket re forms, which in creased the ef fec tive ness of
the pop u la tion pro gram. The pro gram in cluded an ex ten sive
me dia cam paign, free pro vi sion of con tra cep tive ser vices
and de vices, and the cre ation of in cen tives and dis in cen tives
to en cour age com pli ance. With a gov ern ment tar get to re -
duce the to tal fer til ity rate to 3.0 births per woman by the
year 2000, the fer til ity rate had al ready fallen to 3.1 by 1994.
The sharp drop in Viet nam’s fer til ity over the past sev eral
years, which has at tracted global at ten tion, can be linked to
the gen eral con text of how fam ily plan ning is de liv ered—in -
clud ing pen al ties for fam ily plan ning vi o la tion, and to the
wide spread use of mod ern con tra cep tive meth ods and abor -
tion. The intrauterine de vice (IUD) is by far the most pop u -
lar con tra cep tive method, fol lowed by tra di tional meth ods
(with drawal, “rhythm,” and breastfeeding), increasing use
of the condom, and the pill a distant last place.

B. Increasing Condom Use
The con dom was rarely used in Viet nam un til re cently,

but both knowl edge and use of the con dom have in creased
sig nif i cantly over the past ten years. Among mar ried women
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aged 15 to 49, knowl edge of the con dom rose from 45% in
1988 to 76% in 1994, and the use of the con dom more than
tri pled from 1% in 1988 to 4% in 1994. The pre dom i nant
con tra cep tive method, how ever, has been the IUD: In 1988,
33% of the re spon dents re lied on the IUD (with nei ther a de -
crease nor in crease in 1994). But the IUD is nev er the less
known and feared for its side ef fects: heavy bleed ing, in fec -
tion of the ova ries, and se vere ab dom i nal pains, as well as
very likely in fec tion of the cer vix, ectopic preg nan cies, and a 
low ef fec tive ness rate in gen eral (Goodkind & Anh 1997).
As Gammeltoft (1999) was told by a woman: “You know, in
the old days, heaven de cided how many chil dren one would
have. To day we have the IUD, so heaven still de cides.” One
rea son for fail ure and health prob lems may be that for a long
time, the only IUDs avail able were used IUDs from Com mu -
nist East Block coun tries. Some health pro vid ers also com -
plain that the IUDs, which to day are im ported from the U.S.,
are too large for the uter uses of Viet nam ese women. Most
im prob a ble seems to be the opin ion of Women’s Un ion cad -
res that “it is a dis ease of the mind,” and that women simply
blame all their troubles in life on the IUD.

Ac cord ing to Goodkind (1997), pri mary re li ance on the
IUD and abor tion is typ i cal of for mer Marx ist states, which
have tended to dis cour age sup ply-based meth ods, thus re -
flect ing an in dif fer ence to con sumer choice and an in abil ity
to af ford these meth ods, or to keep tight reins on their dis tri -
bu tion and use. Within Asia, Viet nam is dis tin guished by
hav ing the high est lev els of IUD and abor tion use in the re -
gion, per haps partly be cause policymakers see this strat egy
as the most ef fec tive way to meet current fertility targets.

One rea son for the rise in con dom use is the in creased
avail abil ity of the prod uct be cause of free-mar ket re forms in -
tro duced in the mid-1980s. In com bi na tion with fam ily plan -
ning pro mo tion in the late 1980s, these re forms al lowed for
two chan nels of con dom dis tri bu tion: through the pub li c
health sec tor and sales through pri vate phar ma cies and fam -
ily-owned road side stalls. There are draw backs, how ever, to
ob tain ing con doms through pub li c-sec tor cen ters, namely,
the ne ces sity to travel some dis tance to reach a cen ter, the
need to reg is ter one’s name to re ceive sup plies, and the ne -
ces sity to use what ever brand of con dom is be ing of fered.
But be cause con doms are of fered free of charge, a grow ing
num ber of con dom us ers seems to pre fer go ing through the
pri vate sec tor. In re cent years, the growth of so cial mar ket ing 
pro grams has in creased the num ber of brands available and
also competition, which has kept prices low.

The con dom is more pop u lar than the pill, both for spac -
ing births and for pre vent ing them. One rea son for the greater 
pop u lar ity of the con dom may be its greater com pat i bil ity
with tra di tional meth ods, such as with drawal. Data from the
1994 na tional Viet nam In te r-Censal De mo graphic Sur vey
(VICDS), be ing both an in te r-cen sus de mo graphic sur vey
and a fam ily plan ning sur vey, in di cated that 31% of mar ried
women of re pro duc tive age who switched from the con dom
to an other method did pre fer one or both tra di tional meth ods, 
rhythm or with drawal, com pared with only 24% of those
women who switched from the pill. Given the high prev a -
lence of tra di tional-method use in Viet nam—22% in 1994—
these at ti tu di nal dy nam ics seem to fa vor use of the con dom
over the pill. As Goodkind (1997) pointed out, the pref er ence 
for con doms can not be fully ac counted for only by con ven -
tional ex pla na tions like the lesser com pat i bil ity of the pill
with tra di tional meth ods, mon e tary con cerns, or prob lems in
pill sup plies. In ad di tion to these rea sons, one might spec u -
late that the na tional fam ily plan ning lead ers dis cour aged pill 
use, be cause they were skep ti cal that ru ral women could use
it ef fec tively. Also, the IUD and ster il iza tion, even abor tion,
are be ing looked at much more fa vor ably, be cause they re -

flect the so cial ist leg acy of de-em pha siz ing con sumer choice 
and en sur ing com pli ance with the one- or two-child pol icy.
Goodkind ar gued that en dur ing cul tural fac tors, in clud ing its
Con fu cian her i tage, may also con trib ute to a pref er ence for
con doms over the pill. Viet nam ex hib its the same fam ily-for -
ma tion char ac ter is tics as many other Con fu cian so ci et ies in
East Asia: patri lineal fam ily or ga ni za tion, son pref er ence,
lu nar birth tim ing, and high rates of abor tion. Pref er ence of
the con dom may stem from tra di tional Chi nese med i cal be -
liefs, which are in ter twined with Con fu cian, Bud dhist, and
Daoist re li gious phi los o phies. These be liefs of ten em pha size 
the im por tance of main tain ing a balance of natural body
rhythms. The pill may thus be perceived as interfering with
the menstrual cycle and disturbing the proper balance be -
tween “hot and cold” food intake.

C. Socioeconomic Characteristics and
Contraceptive Methods

The con dom is the only method with a higher pref er ence 
among ur ban us ers and among those with higher lev els of
ed u ca tional and oc cu pa tional sta tus. In 1994, 10% of ur ban
res i dents used con doms, com pared with 4% of ru ral res i -
dents. How ever, women of all oc cu pa tional sta tuses and ed -
u ca tional lev els over whelm ingly pre fer the IUD and tra di -
tional meth ods, with the pill coming in a distant last place.

Goodkind (1997) sug gested that be cause Viet nam is
cur rently de vel op ing very rap idly, its pop u la tion is be com -
ing better ed u cated, more af flu ent, and more ur ban ized.
Eco nomic re forms have con trib uted to a ris ing stand ard of
liv ing as well as to a grow ing dis par ity be tween rich and
poor. These con di tions have also in creased the num bers of
com mer cial sex work ers and their pa trons. Be cause of these 
so cial and de mo graphic de vel op ments, one can ex pect the
use of con doms to in crease both for pregnancy and STD
prevention outside marriage.

Ac cord ing to a re cent but un dated United Na tions study,
40% of Viet nam ese mar ried men have had ex tra mar i tal sex.
An other sur vey con ducted in 1993 showed that 69% of
homo sex u al men and 38% of ur ban hetero sex u al men used
con doms dur ing their sex ual en coun ters. Half of sex work -
ers had not used a con dom dur ing their most re cent sex ual
encounters (Goodkind 1997).

The de ci sion to use con doms is partly a ques tion of gov -
ern ment ef forts to im prove knowl edge and aware ness of HIV 
and other STDs and how to pre vent them. There are in flu en -
tial po lit i cal groups, how ever, who as sume that con doms en -
cour age peo ple to en gage in pre mar i tal or ex tra mar i tal sex;
these groups ob ject to the dis cus sion and dis tri bu tion of con -
doms. Oth ers, like the Viet nam Women’s Un ion, hold a more
prag matic view. They have re cently pre pared a pub li ca tion
about AIDS prevention that is targeted to young people.

Con dom use will very likely con tinue to in crease be -
cause:

• Fam ily-size de sires are still de clin ing;
• Eco nomic re forms and in creased per sonal in come have

made con doms more ac ces si ble;
• Con doms are suit able to use with tra di tional meth ods;
• Cur rent so cial mo bil ity and mi gra tory pat terns are re dis -

trib ut ing more Viet nam ese into better ed u cated, wealth -
ier so cial groups; and

• Re cent in creases in ad o les cent and ex tra mar i tal sex ual
ac tiv ity, cou pled with a grow ing con cern over STD/
AIDS prevention.

D. The 1994 Vietnam Inter-Censal 
Demographic Survey (VICDS)

North Viet nam was among the first coun tries in the de -
vel op ing world to adopt an of fi cial pol icy to re duce pop u -
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la tion growth. Fol low ing re uni fi ca tion, pol i cies to re duce
pop u la tion growth re ceived in creas ing po lit i cal at ten tion
from the na tional gov ern ment. In Jan u ary 1993, the Com -
mu nist Party Cen tral Com mit tee iden ti fied pop u la tion
growth as con trib ut ing to a wide range of so cial, eco -
nomic, and eco log i cal prob lems. A res o lu tion en dorsed the 
rec om men da tion that each fam ily should have only one or
two chil dren, so that fer til ity could be low ered and pop u la -
tion sta bi li za tion achieved. In June 1993, the prime min is -
ter ap proved the “Pop u la tion and Fam ily Plan ning Strat -
egy to the Year 2000,” a comprehensive plan to guide the
implementation of the resolution.

The 1994 Viet nam In te r-Censal De mo graphic Sur vey
(VICDS) was con ducted from April through June 1994 in a
na tion wide ef fort to ob tain in for ma tion about fer til ity, in -
ves ti gate the prior trend of fer til ity de cline, and de ter mine
whether the de cline is likely to con tinue. (An intercensal
sur vey is a na tional sur vey con ducted to ob tain in for ma tion
not gath ered in the reg u lar na tional cen suses.) Re sults re -
vealed a sub stan tial change over re cent years in re pro duc -
tive at ti tudes and be hav ior. Fer til ity has con tin ued to de -
cline to a level not far above three chil dren per woman.
Com pared with the late 1980s, con tra cep tive knowl edge
has broad ened and con tra cep tive use has in creased. Stated
fam ily-size pref er ences have shifted no tice ably down ward. 
The find ings also con firmed that ur ban women are char ac -
ter ized by far lower fer til ity than ru ral women, that the Red
River Delta (which in cludes Ha noi) fol lowed by the South -
east (Ho Chi Minh City) show the low est fer til ity lev els, and 
that the Cen tral High lands show the high est fer til ity rates.
Fi nally, the sur vey doc u mented that there is an in verse as so -
ci a tion be tween fer til ity lev els and ed u ca tional at tain ment:
The fertility rate for each successively higher educational
grouping is lower than for the previous grouping.

E. Knowledge of Contraceptive Methods
By 1988, 94% of all mar ried Viet nam ese women were

fa mil iar with at least some meth ods of con tra cep tion, in -
clud ing at least one mod ern method; 90% of the mar ried
women were fa mil iar with the IUD (Goodkind 1997). By
1994, a marked in crease in fa mil iar ity with spe cific meth -
ods, both mod ern and tra di tional, was ev i dent. About 75%
of the women sur veyed in di cated aware ness of the con dom
and both male and fe male ster il iza tion, whereas 68% said
they had heard about the pill. Re ported con tra cep tive use
was sub stan tial and, ac cord ing to the VICDS (1994), con -
tin ued to in crease be tween 1988 and 1994. About 73% of
mar ried women re ported ever hav ing prac ticed some form
of con tra cep tion, com pared with 60% in 1988. In 1997, ac -
cord ing to the most re cent De mo graphic and Health Sur vey
of Viet nam (VN-DHS II), more than 84% of cur rently mar -
ried women aged 15 to 49 have ever used a con tra cep tive
method. The con tra cep tive prev a lence rate (CPR) is 75%,
and 56% of ever-mar ried women are cur rently us ing a mod -
ern method. The to tal CPR is up by 10% over the level of the 
1994 sur vey, and the use of mod ern meth ods rose by 12%,
with tra di tional-method use fall ing by about 2% ow ing to
less-fre quent use of pe ri odic ab sti nence. Com pared with
the 1988 DHS NCPFP, Viet nam De mo graphic and Health
Sur vey, 1988 (Hanoie 1990), and 1994 VICDS, the con tra -
cep tive mix has not changed very much. About half of the
re ported in crease was at trib uted to use of mod ern meth ods
and half to in creased use of tra di tional meth ods. As far as
the “method mix” is con cerned, two fea tures stand out: the
dom i nance of the IUD among mod ern meth ods, and the rel -
a tively high share of traditional methods. Current use of
oral contraceptives is still very low, being used by 2% of
married women.

F. Abortion
In North Viet nam, since 1962, abor tion on re quest (with

the hus band’s con sent) was avail able dur ing the first tri mes -
ter of preg nancy and was usu ally per formed by vac uum cu -
ret tage. Be cause of the 1933 de cree en forc ing a French law
pro hib it ing abor tion and the use of con tra cep tion in the Re -
pub lic of South Viet nam, abor tions could be per formed
only for nar rowly in ter preted in di ca tions. Be tween the late
1960s and the early 1970s, fam ily plan ning clin ics of fered
ser vices only to women with at least five liv ing chil dren.
Even when fam ily plan ning clin ics were later ex panded to
in clude women with one liv ing child, a mar riage or co hab i -
ta tion certificate was required to obtain an abortion.

Abor tion on re quest has been avail able in North Viet nam
since at least 1971, and in the en tire coun try since its uni fi ca -
tion in 1975. The Law on the Pro tec tion of Pub li c Health
(June 30, 1989) states that “women shall be en ti tled to have
an abor tion if they so de sire.” Ac cord ing to De ci sion No. 162 
of the Coun cil of Min is ters in Jan u ary 1989, the State will
sup ply, free of charge, birth-con trol de vices and pub li c-
health ser vices, in clud ing in duced abor tion, to el i gi ble per -
sons that reg is ter to prac tice fam ily plan ning. As men tioned
ear lier, it is typ i cal of for mer Marx ist states to pri mar ily rely
on abor tion, to gether with the IUD, for pop u la tion con trol.
Hence forth, all pos si ble grounds for abor tion are per mit ted,
as long as the abortion is performed by a physician.

The pro por tion of sin gle women among all women seek -
ing abor tion has in creased to 20 to 30% in 1995 (com pared
with 7% in 1991), sug gest ing an in crease in pre mar i tal sex -
ual ac tiv ity. At ti tudes to ward in for mal dat ing have be come
more tol er ant, es pe cially in ur ban ar eas. The avail abil ity of
West ern vid eos, TV pro grams, and other me dia have brought 
spe cific im ages of sex and ro mance to young peo ple, and
these are slowly chang ing the norms of ac cept able behavior
in Vietnamese culture.

Ac cord ing to the United Na tions, Viet nam had 59 abor -
tions per 1,000 women in 1987, 71 per 1,000 in 1988, and 70 
per 1,000 in 1989. The Alan Guttmacher In sti tute re ported
in 1998 that Viet nam had the high est abor tion rate of any na -
tion in 1996, with 83 abor tions per 1,000 women be tween
the ages of 15 and 44. This num ber cov ers only abor tions
per formed at state clin ics; and when pri vate clin ics are in -
cluded, the abor tion rate was 111 per 1,000 women, or a to -
tal of roughly two mil lion abor tions. In 1999, the state-run
me dia re ported that the abor tion rate in Ha noi con tin ues to
rise. In the first six months of 1999, 33,215 abor tions were
per formed at Ha noi city hos pi tals, a 3% in crease over the
pre vious year, and nearly dou ble the num ber of re ported
births. Al though the gov ern ment does not es pouse abor tion
as a pre ferred fam ily plan ning method, the pro ce dure is
heavily sub si dized by the gov ern ment, and many pub lished
fam ily-plan ning cam paigns still list abor tion as a method of
birth con trol af ter IUDs, con doms, and the pill, ac cord ing to 
the Deut sche Presse-Agentur (7/1999).Vietnam: Sexually Transmitted Diseases and HIV/AIDS

10. Sexually Transmitted Diseases
and HIV/AIDS

A. Sexually Transmitted Diseases
There is no in for ma tion on ve ne real dis eases in the early

days of what is now Viet nam, al though some de scrip tions of
Sino-Anna mese med i cine sug gest that this “schol arly” med -
i cine did al ready know a dis tinc tion be tween the early and
late symp toms of syph i lis. Al to gether, the fre quen cies of
STDs were ap par ently only high in those re gions that had a
close con tact with Eu ro pe ans. Fig ures for the early French
pe ri od are also dif fi cult to ob tain. The first French co lo nial
phy si cians were largely con cerned with ma laria and dys en -
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tery, since these were re spon si ble for dec i mat ing the troops.
How ever, as rates of mor bid ity for sex u ally trans mit ted dis -
eases (STDs) in the co lo nial army in creased to one in ten in
1887, the French col ony of 1890 reached first place, along
with Mad a gas car, in all re ports on ve ne real dis eases. The sit -
u a tion did not im prove at the be gin ning of the 20th cen tury.
Be tween 1903 and 1911, mor bid ity at trib uted to syph i lis in -
creased among the French troops to ac count for 23 to 40 hos -
pi tal ad mis sions per 1,000 men. In a di vi sion sta tioned in
Tonkin, the med i cal of fi cer noted that in 1902, ve ne real dis -
eases ac counted for 8.4% of to tal mor bid ity (508 ad mis -
sions), of which 1.1% were for syph i lis, 3.7% for gon or rhea,
and 3.5% for chancroid and its com pli ca tions. In 1904, out of 
607 ad mis sions, the to tal per cent age of ve ne real dis eases
went up to 19.1%, with per cent ages for each of the three con -
di tions at 3.7%, 9.7%, and 5.7%, re spec tively. For the med i -
cal of fi cer, the spectacular rise coincided with the 1901-1902 
expedition to China, which had mobilized contingents from
Tonkin (Guénel 1997).

Ac cord ing to As sis tance Médicale d’Indochine, founded
in 1904, STDs be came the sec ond most com mon rea son for
hos pi tal iza tion af ter ma laria in the 1910s. The first sta tis tics
re gard ing STDs in the Viet nam ese pop u la tion are avail able
through the ma ter nity hos pi tal in Cholon: Dur ing the first
quar ter of 1927, out of 2,500 births, 40% of the chil dren had
con gen i tal syph i lis. Guénel (1997) sug gests this ac counted
for a large part of the perinatal mor tal ity of 38%. In the
North, at Ha noi, one in four chil dren was es ti mated to die of
syph i lis dur ing the first year. But one has to keep in mind that
even in 1930, not more than 10% of the pop u la tion in the big
cit ies was ac cess ing the ser vices of the As sis tance Médicale,
and hardly any of the ru ral pop u la tion did. All over Indo -
china, 92% of the pros ti tutes were infected with STDs
compared with 10% in France.

Al though hos pi tal ad mis sions be cause of syph i lis in fec -
tions de creased slightly dur ing the 1930s, from 61% in 1930 
to 21% in 1938, gon or rhea in creased from 49% in 1930 to
70% in 1938. The two Indochina wars re ac ti vated the prob -
lem of in fected ser vice men: Be tween 1945 and 1954, 12%
of the 1.6 mil lion men (700,000 of whom were Indochinese) 
were suf fer ing from one of the four STDs then di ag nosed. In 
1975, the South Viet nam ese gov ern ment es ti mated that
10% of the pop u la tion, or one mil lion peo ple, were in -
fected, com pared with a pal try 350 STD-in fected Amer i can 
sol diers in 1963 (Greenberg 1972). In North Viet nam, as
well as later in the uni fied coun try, the existence of venereal
diseases was denied.

Ac cord ing to the WHO (1993), in 1991, gon or rhea still
ac counted for the high est per cent age among STDs with 11
cases per 100,000 in hab it ants. The Ho Chi Minh City
Dermato-Venereology In sti tute, re or ga nized in 1975, re -
ported a cer tain sta bi li za tion of STDs since 1985, rep re sent -
ing, on av er age, 10% of all con sul ta tions (13,700 in 1993
for STDs alone), with a still marked prev a lence of syph i lis
and gon or rhea, 25% and 17%, re spec tively, of STDs in
1993, ac cord ing to Guénel (1997). The Na tional In sti tute
sit u ated in Ha noi as sesses the prev a lence of syph i lis at
10,000 cases per an num. But as Guénel points out, the in ci -
dence of STDs in Viet nam elude na tional sta tis tics, much
more so than in industrialized countries.

B. HIV/AIDS
Ep i de mi o log i cal and lab o ra tory data in di cate that ep i -

demic spread of the HIV vi rus, the cause of AIDS, did not oc -
cur in any large hu man pop u la tion un til the mid- to late
1970s. Dur ing the early to mid-1980s, ex ten sive spread was
doc u mented for sub-Sa ha ran Af rica, the in dus tri al ized West -
ern coun tries of North Amer ica, Eu rope, and Oceania, and

many coun tries of Latin Amer ica, in clud ing the Ca rib bean.
Al though a few HIV in fec tions and AIDS cases were de -
tected in Asia dur ing that pe ri od, there was no ev i dence of an
ep i demic spread, lead ing to spec u la tion that AIDS would not 
be come a ma jor global health prob lem. Since the late 1980s,
how ever, when ex plo sive ep i dem ics of HIV were doc u -
mented in sev eral South and South east Asian coun tries, the
gen eral com pla cency about AIDS has given way to alarm
over the vi rus’s po ten tially dev as tat ing impact on individual
lives, as well as on the economies of the region.

In Viet nam, the first AIDS case was iden ti fied in 1990. It 
is safe to say that the ep i demic will con tinue to spread, al -
though the prev a lence and dis tri bu tion of AIDS, as well as
the fu ture of other STDs, such as syph i lis and gon or rhea,
will vary widely among Asian coun tries. Coun tries with
low STD-prev a lence rates should not ex pect to have high
rates of HIV and AIDS, but coun tries and pop u la tions with
high STD rates are at high risk of de vel op ing high HIV/
AIDS rates in the fu ture, the rea son be ing that syph i lis and
other STDs are spread through the same routes as HIV.

A study con ducted by Frank lin on HIV/AIDS in late
1993 found that 54% of the men in ter viewed in cafés, res -
tau rants, night clubs, parks, and the streets where sex was
sold or where dates for sex could be made, had had two or
more sex ual part ners in the pre vious two weeks (as cited by
Goodkind 1997). Within three years, from 1996 to 1999, the 
num ber of re ported HIV cases dou bled. By late 1999, ap -
prox i mately 15,800 Viet nam ese were re ported HIV-pos i -
tive, and ap prox i mately 1,500 had died of AIDS. The ac tual
num ber of in fec tions, how ever, could be ten times that num -
ber. Most cases go un de tected be cause HIV test ing is only
done se lec tively. The ac tual num ber of peo ple in fected with 
HIV by the end of 1999 was ex pected to ex ceed 129,000.
Viet nam’s big gest city, Ho Chi Minh City, claimed the high -
est num ber with 2,600 cases. The dis ease is ex pected to
have an es pe cially harm ful ef fect, not only on in di vid ual
live s, but also on the econ omy, be cause 50% of those
infected are between 15 and 24 years old.

HIV cases among Viet nam’s prison in mates have tri pled
since 1998, now com pris ing one fifth of all in fec tions in the
coun try, ac cord ing to a gov ern ment news pa per. A to tal of
22,161 in mates had tested HIV-pos i tive as of July 20, 1999,
with 3,621 AIDS cases and 1,895 in mate deaths from AIDS
since the first case de tec tion in 1990. A Na tional AIDS Com -
mit tee of fi cial said that the ac tual num ber of HIV in fec tions
in Viet nam’s pris ons could be 10 times higher. In fected in -
mates re main in the gen eral prison pop u la tion un til they de -
velop AIDS, when they are trans ferred to the prison’s clinic.
Hop ing to curb the spread of the vi rus, the Min is try of Pub li c
Se cu rity launched an HIV/AIDS-aware ness cam paign in
pris ons and cor rec tional institutions in 1999 (Associated
Press 7/28/99).

The Viet nam ese gov ern ment has launched na tion wide
cam paigns to raise peo ple’s aware ness. Us ing mass me dia
and other av e nues, the cam paigns are de signed to pro vide
Viet nam ese stu dents and 90% of peo ple be tween ages 15 and 
50 with gen eral knowl edge of the ep i demic and how to pro -
tect them selves. How ever, cul tural ta boos have proven to be
a hin drance to tack ling the is sue. An es ti mated 200,000 in tra -
ve nous drug us ers and 100,000 pros ti tutes are blamed for the
spread of AIDS.

[Up date 2002: UNAIDS Ep i de mi o log i cal As sess ment:
Af ter the first HIV case was re ported in Viet nam in 1990,
the num ber of re ported HIV in fec tions and AIDS cases
grew rap idly in all prov inces. The to tal of re ported HIV in -
fec tions had reached 43,410 by De cem ber 2001. An es ti -
mated 130,000 peo ple were liv ing with HIV/AIDS at the
end of 2001.
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[In 2000, HIV prev a lence was high est among in ject ing
drug us ers (24%). Al though data on HIV/STD risk be hav ior
are not in cluded in rou tine HIV sur veil lance, be hav ioral sur -
veys of in ject ing drug us ers in di cate that 28% share equip -
ment. Sex ual trans mis sion of HIV has in creased among fe -
male sex work ers; the prev a lence rate in creased from 0.6%
in 1994 to 3.5% in 2000. In 2000, while the ma jor ity of re -
ported HIV in fec tions oc curred among in ject ing drug us ers
(63% of cu mu la tive num bers), es ti mates of HIV/AIDS in di -
cate that the ma jor ity of HIV infections are sexually trans -
mitted (81%).

[Avail able data from point prev a lence stud ies sug gest
that there is a ma jor bur den of STDs, and par tic u larly syph i -
lis, among sex work ers. There is a lower, but still sig nif i -
cant, STD prev a lence among women, in clud ing preg nant
women. Quinolone re sis tance is emerg ing (56.7% for first-
gen er a tion Quinolone and 42.7% for sec ond-gen er a tion
Quinolone). Gono coc cal re sis tance to pen i cil lin is also
important (47%).

[The es ti mated num ber of adults and chil dren liv ing
with HIV/AIDS on Jan u ary 1, 2002, were:

Adults ages 15-49: 130,000 (rate: 0.3%)
Women ages 15-49: 35,000
Chil dren ages 0-15: 2,500

[An es ti mated 6,600 adults and chil dren died of AIDS
dur ing 2001.

[At the end of 2001, an es ti mated 22,000 Viet nam ese
chil dren un der age 15 were liv ing with out one or both par -
ents who had died of AIDS. (End of up date by the Ed i tors)]

[HIV/AIDS, 2001-2003
[Up date 2003: In mid 2001, Viet nam’s Min is try of

Health AIDS Com mit tee re ported pos i tive HIV test re sults
for 37,111 peo ple, but ad mit ted the ac tual num ber of HIV
car ri ers in the coun try might have ex ceeded 137,000. The
com mit tee es ti mated that the ac tual num ber of HIV-pos i tive
cit i zens could reach 197,000 by 2005, with in creases of
12,000 to 18,000 per year over the next five years. The num -
ber of Viet nam ese with AIDS in creased by 24.1% in 2001,
while AIDS-re lated deaths rose by 22%. To pre vent an in -
crease in cases, the Viet nam ese gov ern ment al lo cated $4.2
mil lion to buy HIV test kits, en sure safe blood trans fu sions,
and raise pub li c aware ness. Ho Chi Minh City ranked first
among the na tion’s 61 cit ies and prov inces for HIV in fec -
tion, with 7,690 cases re ported. Il le gal drug us ers ac counted
for 65% of the re ported HIV-pos i tive pop u la tion, while
nearly 25% of all IV-drug us ers in Viet nam in 2001 were
HIV-pos i tive. At the same time, 20% of the pros ti tutes tested 
HIV-pos i tive, up eight fold since 1994. Be tween 1994 and
2001, HIV in fec tion rose tenfold among pregnant women
and tripled among tuberculosis patients.

[Dr. Laurent Zessler, a UNAIDS rep re sentative in Ha noi, 
said that the AIDS ep i demic could eas ily be come “ex -
tremely se ri ous” in Viet nam, add ing that he does not feel the
Viet nam ese gov ern ment is “ac knowl edg ing the full mag ni -
tude of the prob lem.” Zessler said that schools should of fer
more HIV-pre ven tion ed u ca tion and the gov ern ment should
in crease ac cess to con doms, es pe cially among sex work ers.
Con doms should be made avail able at bars, clubs, and broth -
els, he said, add ing that con doms are cur rently only avail -
able in fam ily plan ning and health clin ics. “It’s re ally a po lit -
i cal and or ga ni za tional is sue. We have the con doms here.
They are quite cheap. But the de ci sion has not been made to
make them more available” (Mozes, Reuters Health January 
2, 2002).

[In mid Feb ru ary 2003, Viet nam Vice Pres i dent Truong
My Hoa an nounced that the coun try needs to “take a more
ac tive ap proach” in its HIV/AIDS treat ment and pre ven tion

ef forts, ac cord ing to Viet nam News. She said that the “cur rent 
breath tak ing spread” of the dis ease has “dam aged” the health 
of many cit i zens and af fected the coun try’s so cio eco nomic
growth. Truong called for the coun try’s AIDS Stand ing Bu -
reau and Health Min is try to of fer “more ef fec tive” so lu tions
to help es tab lish a na tional AIDS-pre ven tion strat egy by
2010. Ac cord ing to a Min is try of Health re port, the num ber
of new HIV cases in Viet nam in 2002 was al most 16,000, up
28% from 2001 (Xinhua News Agency Feb ru ary 19, 2003).
Ac cord ing to a Feb ru ary 18, 2003, re port by Agence France-
Presse, Viet nam Min is try of Health of fi cials an nounced that
the min is try would make Lamzidivir, a com bi na tion of the
antiretroviral drugs lamivudine and zi dovu dine, avail able to
lo cal health cen ters at a low cost. HIV-pos i tive preg nant
women and health care work ers will re ceive the drug free of
charge, but the drug will be avail able to oth ers for $900 per
year. The drugs will be pro duced by the Viet nam ese drug
maker, MST Trad ing. A spokes per son for the phar ma ceu ti cal 
com pany said it has been man u fac tur ing Lamzidivir for an
“un named” South Ko rean firm to ex port to South Af rica.
(End of update by J. Pastoetter)]Vietnam: Sexual Dysfunctions, Counseling, andTherapies

11. Sexual Dysfunctions, Counseling,
and Therapies

As O’Harrow (1995) pointed out, Viet nam ese men tend
to think of love mak ing in al most med i cal terms, con cerned
about the main te nance of their po tency, psy cho log i cal as
well as phys i cal. The main “sex ther apy” for im po tence is
Chi nese med i cine. On the side of women, giv ing birth only
to daugh ters is still re garded as the only note wor thy fe male
“sex ual dys func tion.” But she can rely on her con fi dante,
the sooth sayer, for tune teller, or thay boi. The thay boi is
nearly al ways her self fe male, and al though men also come
to learn the fu ture from her, the ma jor ity of her cli ents are
women, with whom she main tains a semi-psy chic re la tion -
ship. The abil ity to be of help de pends on the thay boi’s
com bined knowl edge of and sen si tiv ity to the pre dict able
psy cho log i cal con cerns of her women cli ents, the range go -
ing from faith less hus bands to vi cious mother-in-laws, pry -
ing sis ter-in-laws, and re bel lious chil dren. She con trols the
com monly ac cepted cul tural signs and knows the sym bols
that are needed to in ter pret these phe nom ena in a man ner
ac cept able to her cli ents. The for tune teller is the only cred i -
ble yet dis in ter ested female confidante available to Viet -
namese women suffering psychological pain.Vietnam: Sex Research and Advanced ProfessionalEducation

12. Sex Research and Advanced
Professional Education

A. The Nature of Vietnamese Sex 
Research and Resources

Ac cord ing to Fahey (1998), very lit tle so cial sci ence re -
search of any sort—in the West ern mean ing of the word—
has been con ducted in the coun try af ter the re uni fi ca tion of
Viet nam in 1976. The Com mu nist Party’s ap proach to so -
cial is sues has been pre scrip tive rather than an a lytic. It was
not un til the mid-1980s that so cial re search cen ters were
es tab lished. Most con tem po rary Viet nam ese re search on
women’s is sues is gen er ated through these cen ters, in clud -
ing the Cen ter for Re search on Gen der in Ha noi and the
Cen ter for Sci en tific Study of Women and the Fam ily in Ho
Chi Minh City. As Fahey (1998) fur ther ob serves, the
Women’s Un ion and women’s branches of or ga ni za tions
like the Viet nam Gen eral Con fed er a tion of La bor have a
much lon ger his tory, with the re spon si bil ity of lob by ing for
women’s rights and con flict res o lu tion. Al though they have
gen er ated some in for ma tion on women’s po si tion, more re -
cently they have been co-opted by in ter na tion al or ga ni za -
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tions for the ad min is tra tion of aid and have lost much of
their lob by ing role. At the same time, the Women’s Un ion, a 
na tional or ga ni za tion of over 11 mil lion mem bers and 7,000 
em ploy ees, has shifted from an or ga ni za tion re spon si ble for 
pro tect ing women’s rights to an im ple men ta tion agency for
programs of immunization, family planning, credit, and nu -
trition education for international funding organizations.

Fahey (1998) points out that, for po lit i cal rea sons, the
so cial sci ence re search by Viet nam ese schol ars largely
plays down the im por tance of di vi sions other than those
stem ming from Con fu cian ism or the cult of the an ces tors
cut ting across the na ture of the fam ily-like class and re -
gional dif fer ences. Re search is con cen trated rather on po lit -
i cally rel e vant is sues, like fe male em ploy ment, ac cess to
birth con trol, and pros ti tu tion and other so-called “so cial
evils,” like drug ad dic tion, al co hol ism, and gam bling. Con -
cerns with no im me di ate pol icy rel e vance, such as the com -
modi fi ca tion of women, have hardly been con sid ered as
yet. But in 1996, a very in ter est ing sur vey was con ducted by 
the Ha noi In sti tute of So ci ol ogy in co op er a tion with the
Pop u la tion Coun cil to gain un der stand ing of the par tic i -
pants’ views to ward sex u al ity and sex ual ac tiv ity, in clud ing 
dif fer ences across the pre-doi moi and doi moi-era genera -
tion (Khuat Thu Hong 1998).

B. Institutes for Sexological Research
There is no in de pend ent in sti tute for sexological re -

search in Viet nam. The main Viet nam ese or ga ni za tions in -
volved in sexological re search are strictly reg u lated by the
gov ern ment and its min is tries. The more-re cent re search
pro jects were con ducted by the Re search Cen ter of Gen der,
Fam ily and En vi ron ment in De vel op ment (CGFED) and by
the Cen ter for Women and Fam ily Stud ies (CWFS). The In -
sti tute of So ci ol ogy and the In sti tute of Ed u ca tional Psy -
chol ogy of Ha noi Uni ver sity are lead ing in sur veys deal ing
with sex ual-re lated top ics. The Com mit tee for Pop u la tion
and Fam ily Plan ning (CPFP) and the Women’s Un ion, as
well as the Youth Un ion of Viet nam, both in Ha noi, have
also con ducted some sexological re search. There is also the
Viet nam Fam ily Plan ning As so ci a tion (VINAFPA). The
Pop u la tion Coun cil Ha noi sup ports these in sti tu tions and
sin gle re search ers, as well as con ducts its own stud ies. The
Pop u la tion Coun cil as sists the Viet nam ese gov ern ment in
test ing re pro duc tive-health in ter ven tions and in cor po rat ing 
them into current maternal and child health and family
planning policies, programs, and research.

The re pro duc tive-health-pro gram ob jec tives are to de -
velop in ter ven tion re search and train ing and to pro vide re -
search re sults to in di vid u als at all lev els in the pub li c and pri -
vate sec tors. The cur rent agenda ad dresses a broad range of
re pro duc tive con cerns, in clud ing youth re pro duc tive health,
male in volve ment, re pro duc tive tract in fec tions (RTIs), sex -
u al ity, vi o lence, and sex ual ha rass ment. The Save the Chil -
dren Fund (SCF) is very ac tive in conducting studies about
child prostitution.Vietnam: Sexual Attitudes and Behaviors amongEthnic Minorities

[Sexual Attitudes and Behaviors
among Ethnic Minorities

[Up date 2002: About 10% of the pop u la tion of Viet nam
be longs ei ther to the Chi nese, the Cham, or the Montagnards 
(hill tribes). Es pe cially since the Re uni fi ca tion in 1976, but
also in the 150 years since the col o ni za tion, first the French
and then Viet nam ese na tion al ists worked for the as sim i la -
tion of these eth nic groups. These ef forts, in com bi na tion
with the dev as tat ing ef fects of the Viet nam War, led to a near
ex tinc tion of cul tural spe cif ics. Many Chi nese fled the coun -
try as boat peo ple. In the pro cess, the Cham lost most of their
cus toms and were dis cour aged from us ing their eth nic lan -

guage. Eighty-five per cent of the Montagnard vil lages were
de stroyed. Be tween 200,000 and 220,000 of the es ti mated
one mil lion Montagnards had died. The Viet nam ese gov ern -
ment re set tled large num bers of Viet nam ese in up land “eco -
nomic zones,” and the hill tribes were forced to move into
newly erected cit ies. Mean while, one fourth of the cen tral
high lands had been de for ested be tween 1975 and 1985. The
Viet nam ese Vice Min is ter of Cul ture summed up the di rec -
tion of fu ture pol icy when he pro claimed in 1976: “It is nec -
es sary to erad i cate all the out moded cus toms . . . while grad -
u ally bring ing the new cul ture to each eth nic mi nor ity. The
state has the duty to bring new, pro gres sive cul ture to these
peo ple . . . in or der to build a new cul ture with so cial ist ob -
jec tives and Viet nam ese na tional char ac ter is tics.” As a re -
sult, noth ing is known about the fate of the Cham and
Montagnard mi norities in recent years. There are some indi -
cations that they are disappearing.

[The fol low ing sum mary is based on the most re cent re -
ports, which were made sev eral de cades ago by Lebar,
Hickey, and Musgrave (1964), the Cul tural In for ma tion
Anal y sis Cen ter (1966), Mole (1970), and Hickey (1982ab).
One has to keep in mind that the lat ter two were re search
 projects done for the United States Army. The Army hoped
to get a better un der stand ing of these mi nor i ties in or der to
 motivate and use them in the war against North Vietnam.

[A. Cham
[The Chams re main ing in Viet nam are de scen dants of

the an cient king dom of Champa. They are lo cated mainly
along the south cen tral coast of Viet nam and speak a lan -
guage of the Malayo-Poly ne sian stock. Around 1960, there
were 45,000 in all of South Viet nam. The sex ual be hav ior of
the Cham was strongly in flu enced by Hin du ism and later by
Is lam, but they have re tained some be liefs and prac tices of
both tra di tions. Par ents per mit ted their daugh ters great free -
dom of choice in mar riage. The girl’s par ents made the over -
tures in ask ing the boy in mar riage. Among the non-Mus lim
Chams, there was no mar riage rit ual. When mar riage was
agreed upon, the boy went to live in the com pound of the
girl’s fam ily. A feast was held, and the boy pre sented the girl
with gold or sil ver as a sym bol of the mar riage. Among the
well-to-do, this gift may have been larger, in clud ing much
sil ver, or sev eral buf fa loes. Mus lim mar riages, how ever, did
en tail a rit ual. Imams acted as wit nesses, and the par ents had
a role in the rit ual. The girl’s par ents asked the groom if he
ac cepted their daugh ter in mar riage, and he was ex pected to
re spond pos i tively. A large feast fol lowed. The boy had to
live in the girl’s fam ily. For those few who could af ford it,
polygyny was al lowed, though sel dom prac ticed. The con -
sent of the first wife was nec es sary. Di vorce was gen er ally
de manded by the woman, who got the house as well as two
thirds of the common property.

[B. Montagnards
[Around 60 dif fer ent tribes dwelled in the wooded hills

of the south ern por tion of the Annam Cor dil lera. Geo graph -
i cally, this area has come to be known as the Viet nam ese
Cen tral High lands. The French gave these tribes the col lec -
tive name “Montagnards.” They speak lan guages of the
 Mon-Khmer or Malayo-Poly ne sian lin guis tic stocks and
phys i cally re sem ble Cam bo di ans, Ma lays, and In do ne sians. 
Al though di vided into nearly 40 dis tinct eth nic groups,
Montagnard char ac ter is tics have his tor i cally set them apart
from the Cham and Viet nam ese. Ac cord ing to Lebar, Hic -
key, and Musgrave (1964), the Montagnard tribes of North
Viet nam were the Black Tai, Khua, Laqua, Lati, May,
Muong, Nhang, Pa-y, Red Tai, Ruc, Sach, Tho, T’ou Lao,
Trung-cha, and White Tai. In South Viet nam were found the
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Bahnar, Bih, Bout, Bru, Cao, Chams, Chrau, Churu, Cua,
Duane, Halang, Hre, Hroy, Jarai, Jeh, Kalo, Katu, Kayong,
Kil, Krung, Lang Ya, Lat, Laya, Loven, Ma, Menam,
Mnong, Monom, Noang, Noar, Nop, Pacoh, Phuong, Pru,
Raglai, Rai, Rengao, Rhadé Rein, Sa ran, Seed ing, Sop, Sre,
Stieng, and Tring. These tribes had further subgroups.

[Men and women seem to have oc cu pied po si tions of
near equal ity in most Montagnard tribes, al though only men 
could be come el ders. The health of the adults may be de -
scribed as good, be cause they had sur vived in spite of a high 
in fant-mor tal ity rate, ex po sure to many en demic dis eases,
and mal nu tri tion. Vil lage san i ta tion and the tribes men’s
per sonal hy giene prac tices were ru di men tary. Some tribes,
such as the Jeh, held the be lief that clean li ness an gers the
spir its. Mite-borne ty phus and ve ne real dis eases were as so -
ci ated with poor san i ta tion and in ad e quate sexual hygiene.
Malaria was very common.

[As Mole (1970) re ported, the fam ily struc ture var ied
greatly from tribe to tribe. In some tribes, par ents chose
mar riage part ners for their chil dren based upon al li ances or
eco nomic fac tors. Oth ers al lowed the male to choose his
own bride(s) with the en cour age ment and eco nomic sup -
port of the clan. A few tribes were so struc tured that the girl
or her mother made the choice of a groom. The newly mar -
ried cou ple might re side with the par ents of the groom
(patrilocal) in an ex tended-fam ily longhouse or in a sin gle-
unit house in the groom’s fam ily vil lage (neolocal). They
might live in the same fam ily vil lage as the bride’s fam ily in
a sin gle-fam ily house or with the bride’s ex tended-fam ily
longhouse (matrilocal). In rare cases, the newly mar ried
cou ple es tab lished their home in a new com mu nity or in one 
un re lated to the parents of either groom or bride.

[Some tribes re quired dow ries of the hus band, oth ers,
dow ries of the wife, whereas some had no re quired pay -
ments. Mar riage ar range ments usu ally re quired the ser vices 
of an in ter me di ary in or der to save “face” and act as a buff er
when mar riage-price bar gain ing be came se ri ous. When the
mar riage cer e mony oc curred, it was sur rounded with pre -
scribed rit u als that had to be fol lowed for the vil lag ers to
con sid er the marriage properly begun.

[When chil dren were born, their name was de ter mined
by whether the fam ily was patrilineal or matrilineal. Cus -
toms per tain ing to di vorce were so var ied that spe cific state -
ments re quired ref er ence to a par tic u lar tribe in or der to
have fac tual rel e vance. The same goes for the rules about
what had to be done af ter the death of one’s hus band or wife. 
For ex am ple, among the Up land Cham Group of the Jarai,
when a wife died, her un mar ried sis ter had to marry the wid -
ower. If there were no un mar ried sis ters, the wid ower re -
turned to his ma ter nal longhouse, while his chil dren re -
mained at their mother’s longhouse. With the Rhadé, if a
hus band died, one of his youn ger broth ers was ex pected to
take the widow as his wife. If the el i gi ble broth ers were al -
ready mar ried, one of them might take the widow as a sec -
ond wife, al though this was not oblig a tory. It was ta boo for a 
man to marry the widow of his younger brother.

[Re flect ing a neg a tive at ti tude to wards the gen i tals is the 
widely prac ticed cus tom of shield ing a new born child from
the in flu ence of evil spir its by giv ing him or her names like
“pig,” “naughty,” or the names of sex or gans. Be cause male
ba bies were more highly prized, yet had a higher death rate,
they were of ten given girls’ names and dressed in girls’
cloth ing to fool the spirits.

[In most tribes, chil dren of both sexes were brought up to -
gether un til pu berty be gan. Pu berty rites in cluded the fil ing
of the teeth, be cause long teeth were re garded as an i mal, or as 
by most tribes, filed down and lac quered teeth were re garded
as en hanc ing the male’s and/or fe male’s sex ap peal. Pre mar i -

tal sex ual re la tions were mostly dis cour aged by fines and the
knowl edge that any vil lage mis for tune, such as the sud den
death of some an i mal, was to be blamed upon the guilty lov -
ers. The fine had to be paid to both the vil lage and their par -
ents, mainly as com pen sa tion for not con sult ing them. The
cou ple was also re quired to marry. On the other hand, among
the Jarai, un mar ried young peo ple who were not en gaged
might freely in dulge in sex ual re la tions as long as they did
not have them with any member of their family.

[Mar riage and adul tery were re garded quite sim i larly by 
the dif fer ent tribes. They greatly re spected mar riage, so har -
mo ni ous re la tion ships be tween hus band and wife were
prized. The tra di tional tribal laws re gard ing adul tery re -
flected the bind ing na ture of wed lock. How ever, adul tery, a
de vi a tion from the mar riage pat tern, was a fre quent cause of 
fam ily dis cord. If a mar ried woman com mit ted adul tery and 
had a child, the Bahnar con sid ered her hus band the fa ther. If
a mar ried man had a child by an un mar ried girl, he paid her a 
fine; if he asked the girl to be come his wife of sec ond rank
and she re fused, he owed her noth ing. The o ret i cally, once
the fine had been paid, the nor mal life of the fam ily went on
as be fore. In ac tu al ity, the Bahnar could be very jeal ous, and 
adul tery could produce antagonism among the persons in -
volved.

[The Hre re garded adul tery even more se ri ously as a vi -
o la tion re quir ing vil lage in ter ven tion to pun ish the guilty.
The pen al ties for adul tery were one buf falo or five cop per
pots; if one adul terer was un mar ried, it was only one pig.
Since brother-sis ter in cest was be lieved not only to bring
mis for tune to the guilty party, but also di sas ter to the vil -
lage, sac ri fices im plor ing the par don of the spir its were re -
quired, and the prop erty of the par ents of the guilty pair was
con fis cated and di vided among their rel a tives. The of fend -
ers had to pub licly apol o gize to the vil lage, eat from a
trough used by pigs, and were banished from the village.

[Roots and herbs for use as abor tive prep a ra tions were
known by all the tribes, though it de pended upon the vil lage
pol icy if they were more or less in use. Gen er ally, it was
thought as ac cept able to kill ill or de formed in fants af ter the
birth. (End of up date by J. Pastoetter)]Vietnam: Summary

Summary
Viet nam is a coun try with a long and com plex his tory and

cul tural tra di tions that vary a good deal in the dif fer ent re -
gions. We hope this het er o ge neous char ac ter is clear in our
chap ter. As in other South east Asian coun tries, Viet nam ese
so ci ety is in rapid trans for ma tion be cause of the enor mous
in flux of “mod ern” think ing as pre sented by com mer cials,
in ter na tion al women’s and men’s mag a zines, and the in tro -
duc tion of West ern eco nomic sys tem rules. The Viet nam ese
peo ple are try ing to find, at least in pri vacy, some sta bil ity
and se cu rity, es pe cially for the tra di tional val ues of the na -
tional ethic sys tem of Con fu cian ism. From a sexological
view point, this is, lit er ally, a deadly mix ture. It in volves a
ten sion be tween sex ual he do nism and the per cep tion of sex
as some thing to buy or sell on one side, and the cus toms and
tra di tions de mand ing a strict sep a ra tion be tween sex ual plea -
sures and or di nary life on the other side. Talk ing about sex u -
al ity, be it in pub li c or in in ti mate part ner ship, is a Viet nam -
ese ta boo. This makes for an ideal breed ing ground for AIDS
and other STDs. But it also means that a neu tral and un prej u -
diced ap proach to sex ual hab its is hardly pos si ble, not just for 
the peo ple, but also for the state rep re sen ta tives and re search -
ers. For eign re search ers, in par tic u lar, are not seen as neu tral
and nonjudgmental, but as out sid ers. The perceived threat of
the etic (outside) researcher calls into play the most impor -
tant rule of Confu cianism, “save face.”
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Our chap ter is a di rect re sult of this cul tural rule, and it is
not ac ci den tal that most of the his toric and cul tur ally rel e vant 
ma te ri als we drew on re flect a strong sub jec tive col or ing.
This ma te rial was gath ered by for eign ers, who re ported (and
of ten ex ag ger ated) only what was in ter est ing from their etic
view point, with lit tle ob jec tiv ity and con sid er able sen sa tion -
al fla vor ing to cre ate French or Amer i can pub li c in ter est in
their books. Un for tu nately, we have no other re sources. Sex
re search in Viet nam is still, even to day, only le git i mate if it
serves pub li c health is sues like STD and AIDS re search,
fam ily plan ning and abor tion-re lated is sues, or elim i na tion
of the vic tim iza tion of women and chil dren. Even then, it is
dif fi cult to de cide which sur vey re sults are ac cu rate and
which are only po lit i cally cor rect. Gam meltoft (1999) re -
ports this prob lem most in sis tently, and our ex pe ri ence with
Viet nam ese stu dents and Viet nam ese re search con firmed
this. To all these dif fi cul ties, one has to add that Viet nam is a
na tion with many dif fer ent re gional tra di tions. With out sub -
stan tial fund ing and gov ern ment co op er a tion, sexological
field re search in Viet nam will not be pos si ble. Sexological
re search in Viet nam still awaits the ar rival of a Viet nam ese
“Kinsey,” much as sexological re search was not pos si ble in
China un til Dalin Liu ob tained gov ern ment co op er a tion and
sup port for a Kinsey-like nationwide survey of 20,000 Chi -
nese men and women (see M. P. Lau’s summary of Dalin
Liu’s research in the chapter on China in this volume).

A long ig nored but prom is ing ap proach to Viet nam ese
sex u al ity might be a sur vey of U.S. Viet nam War vet er ans.
Un for tu nately, the U.S. Army did not care enough about the
Viet nam ese peo ple or their own sol diers to gather data on
what was go ing on in thou sands of broth els and in the prov -
inces dur ing the war. In sights and per spec tives pro vided by
Rob ert Tay lor (1997) sug gest that this kind of ret ro spec tive
re search would still be pos si ble in the U.S.A., as well as in
Viet nam. It would be ex tremely use ful to have data re gard -
ing how the mil i tary and civ i l so ci et ies deal with sexuality
under the circumstances of war.

Viet nam won the war against the United States 25 years
ago, but now it seems the U.S.A. will win the cul tural war.
At least, such is the per cep tion of many peo ple in Viet nam
and the United States. This is only partly true, and then
mainly for the young peo ple. As for ef fec tive coun ter mea -
sures against the ris ing tide of AIDS and other STDs, and
more so for a healthy and even joy ful sex u al ity, nei ther tra -
di tional Viet nam ese val ues nor Amer i can pop cul ture of fers 
any so lu tions for these chal lenges. In fact, they may make
ef fec tive so lu tions more dif fi cult. What Viet nam needs is an 
ex tended un der stand ing of its own sex ual her i tage, neu tral
sci en tific sex sur veys, and a broad pub li c em brac ing of sex
ed u ca tion. With these, Viet nam should be able to win the
war against sexual ignorance.
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Critical Acclaim for
The Continuum Complete International Encyclopedia of Sexuality

1. The In ter na tion al En cy clo pe dia of Sex u al ity, Vols. 1-3 (Francoeur, 1997)

The World As so ci a tion of Sexol o gy, an in ter na tion al so ci ety of lead ing schol ars and eighty pro fes sional or ga ni za tions
de voted to the study of hu man sex ual be hav ior, has en dorsed The In ter na tion al En cy clo pe dia of Sex u al ity as an
im por tant and unique con tri bu tion to our un der stand ing and ap pre ci a tion of the rich va ri ety of hu man sex ual at ti tudes,
values, and behavior in cultures around the world.

Re cip i ent of the “1997 Ci ta tion of Ex cel lence for an out stand ing ref er ence in the field of sexol o gy,” awarded by the
Amer i can Foun da tion for Gen der and Gen i tal Med i cine and Sci ence at the Thir teenth World Con gress of Sexol o gy,
Valencia, Spain.

Rec om mended by Li brary Jour nal (Oc to ber 1, 1997) to pub li c and ac a demic li brar i ans look ing to up date their
col lec tions in the area of sex u al ity: “An ex traor di nary, highly valu able syn the sis of in for ma tion not avail able
else where. Here are in-depth re ports on sex-re lated prac tices and cul ture in 32 coun tries on six con ti nents, con trib uted
by 135 sexol o gists world wide. . . . For all academic and larger public collections.”

Picked by Choice (As so ci a tion of Col lege & Re search Li brar ies/Amer i can Li brary As so ci a tion) as Best Ref er ence
Work and Out stand ing Ac a demic Book for 1997: “Al though this en cy clo pe dia is meant as a means of un der stand ing
hu man sex u al ity, it can also be used as a lens with which to view hu man cul ture in many of its other man i fes ta tions.
. . . Con sid er ing cov er age, or ga ni za tion, and au thor ity, the com par a tively low price is also no ta ble. Rec om mended for
ref er ence col lec tions in universities, special collections, and public libraries.”

“Most im pres sive, pro vid ing a wealth of good, solid in for ma tion that may be used by a wide va ri ety of pro fes sion als
and stu dents seek ing in for ma tion on cross-cul tural pat terns of sex ual be hav ior . . . an in valu able, unique schol arly work 
that no li brary should be with out.”—Con tem po rary Psy chol ogy

“. . . en ables us to make transcultural com par i sons of sex ual at ti tudes and be hav iours in a way no other mod ern book
does. . . . Clin ics and train ing or ga ni za tions would do well to ac quire cop ies for their li brar ies. . . . In di vid ual ther a pists 
and re search ers who like to have their own col lec tion of key pub li ca tions should cer tainly con sid er it.”—Sex ual and
Mar i tal Ther apy (U.K.)

“. . . schol arly, straight for ward, and tightly-or ga nized for mat in for ma tion about sex ual be liefs and be hav iors as they are 
cur rently prac ticed in 32 coun tries around the world. . . . The list of con tri bu tors . . . is a vir tual who’s who of schol ars
in sex ual sci ence.”—Choice

“. . . one of the most am bi tious cross-cul tural sex sur veys ever un der taken. Some 135 sexol o gists world wide de scribe
sex-re lated prac tices and cul tures in 32 dif fer ent coun tries. . . . Best Ref er ence Sources of 1997.”—Li brary Jour nal

“What sep a rates this en cy clo pe dia from past in ter na tion al sex u al ity books is its dis tinct dis sim i lar ity to a ‘guide book to 
the sex ual hotspots of the world.’ . . . An im pres sive and im por tant con tri bu tion to our un der stand ing of sex u al ity in a
global so ci ety. . . . fills a big gap in peo ple’s knowl edge about sex ual at ti tudes and be hav iors.”—Sex u al ity In for ma tion 
and Ed u ca tion Council of the United States (SIECUS)

“Truly im por tant books on hu man sex u al ity can be counted on, per haps, just one hand. The In ter na tion al En cy clo pe dia 
of Sex u al ity de serves spe cial at ten tion as an im pres sive ac com plish ment.”—Jour nal of Mar riage and the Fam ily

“. . . a land mark ef fort to cross-ref er ence vast amounts of in for ma tion about hu man sex ual be hav iors, cus toms, and
cul tural at ti tudes ex ist ing in the world. Never be fore has such a com pre hen sive un der tak ing been even re motely
avail able to re search ers, schol ars, ed u ca tors, and cli ni cians ac tive in the field of hu man sex u al ity.”—San dra Cole,
Pro fes sor of Phys i cal Med i cine and Re ha bil i ta tion, University of Michigan Medical Center

2. The In ter na tion al En cy clo pe dia of Sex u al ity, Vol. 4 (Francoeur & Noonan, 2001)

“. . . a mas ter piece of or ga ni za tion. The feat of suc cess fully com pil ing so much in for ma tion about so many coun tries
into such a co her ent and read able for mat de fies sig nif i cant neg a tive crit i cism.”—Sex u al ity and Cul ture, Paul Fedoroff,
M.D., Co-Di rec tor, Sex ual Be hav iors Clinic Fo ren sic Pro gram, The Royal Ottawa Hospital, Ottawa, Canada

3. The Con tin uum Com plete In ter na tion al En cy clo pe dia of Sex u al ity (Francoeur &
Noonan, 2004)

“. . . [a] trea sure trove. . . . This unique com pi la tion of spe cial ized knowl edge is rec om mended for re search col lec tions
in the so cial sci ences . . . as well as a sec ond ary source for cross-cul tural re search.”—Li brary Jour nal, March 15, 2004, 
p. 64

“. . . a book that is truly his toric, and in many ways com pa ra ble to the great sexological sur veys of Havelock Ellis and
Al fred Kinsey. . . . Many works of un de ni able im por tance are in tended to speak about hu man sex u al ity. But in this
en cy clo pe dia we hear the voices of a mul ti tude of na tions and cul tures. With cov er age of more than a quar ter of the
coun tries in the world, . . . not only will the Con tin uum Com plete In ter na tion al En cy clo pe dia of Sex u al ity re main a
stand ard ref er ence work for years to come, but it has raised the bar of sexological schol ar ship to a rig or ous new
level.”—John Heidenry, ed i tor, The Week, and au thor of What Wild Ec stasy: The Rise and Fall of the Sex ual
Revolution

For more review excerpts, go to www.SexQuest.com/ccies/.


