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Introduction?

Chi Ha, born in 1956, came of marital age in 1974, but there were no boys to marry. At
ages 18, 19, and 20 they had all left for the front. Chi Ha, like her classmates, joined the
war effort for a few years. When she returned, she was 24 years old, too old to find a hus-
band. One man asked her to be his second wife; she declined. Her parents encouraged her
to find someone who would give her a child because she was too old to find a husband. So
she developed a relationship with a man stationed at the nearby army base for the explicit
purpose of “asking for a child.” She did not ask the man to take any responsibility for the
child; their relationship lasted only until she got pregnant. Neither Chi Ha nor her single
women friends that also had borne children were criticized (by the community) for getting
pregnant out of wedlock.

Chi Nim, born in 1945, gave birth at age 36 to her first child. She got pregnant with a man
to whom she was not married. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to have a child with her own
husband — they never had a chance. He died after going south to join the resistance, sacri-
ficing his life and leaving Chi Nam a young widow. She remained in her husband’s family’s
house to take care of her mother-in-law and did not take another husband. When she got
older she decided to xin con [ask for a child]. She eventually met a man who agreed to help
her get pregnant.

Chi Ngoc, born in 1952, refused the only offer of marriage she received; it was from an old
man. Chi Ngoc attributes her lack of suitors to her poor eyesight and bodily disfigurement.
As a young girl, she continually hoped that she would meet a man with whom she had zink
cdm [love, deep emotion for]. One day, at age 41, she met a man while she and her sister
were out and about. Chi Ngoc and the man fell in love and after two years she decided to
become his second wife so that he might have a son. Yet, bowing to social pressure, the
man abandoned her when she was two months pregnant; villagers had convinced him not
to take a wife who was middle-aged and who had poor eyesight. When he later apologized
and asked if Chj Ngoc would become his second wife, she refused. Her mother cursed her
and threw her out of the house. Her relatives treat her with scorn. She has been fortunate to
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have the help of two women, one of whom was chastised by her own relatives for adopting
the child of non-kin.

The experiences of Chi Ha, Chi Nam and Chj Ngoc offer brief glimpses into the lives
of women who took the initiative to bear children of their own despite being unmarried. At
the end of the Indochina Wars, a number of Vietnamese women were unmarried and past
marriageable age.? Rather than accepting the fate of childlessness, some older single women®
took it upon themselves to kiém con/xin con [ask for a child].* The significance of an older
single woman’s boldness and determination to bear a child is remarkable given the dominant
discourse of reproduction in northern Vietnamese society.

Conceptualized in terms of the patrilineal Confucian doctrine, childbearing in Vigt Nam
only has value and meaning for married women. A married woman gains status when she
bears a child, particularly so when she bears a son who can continue her husband’s ances-
tral line (Trén Lan Huong 1995). Unmarried women’s reproduction does not figure in this
patrilineal ideology; getting pregnant is not something unmarried women are supposed to
do or desire. From this perspective, bearing a child out of wedlock is considered a serious
breach of filial piety and results in a loss of status for the woman and her family. According to
historians and social scientists, in “feudal times,” before reunification, a woman who became
pregnant out of wedlock had her nape shaved and smeared with lime (Mai Huy Bich 1991,
L& Thi Nham Tuyét 1975, Mai Thj Tu and L& Thi Nhim Tuyét 1978, Nguyén Thi Khoa).
She was forced to walk around the village with a bucket on her head to be publicly insulted.
In extreme cases, a woman was bound naked to a banana palm raft and set adrift on a river.
If she lived, she was supposed to “nourish her fault” and look upon her child with disgrace.
She was not permitted to argue her case. Some women Kkilled themselves, others left their
natal villages. The woman’s family, despite having to pay a heavy fine, was said to approve
of this severity as it was considered “indispensable for maintaining social morality” (N; guyén
Thi Khoa 1993:47; 1996).%

2The age at which a woman is no longer considered marriageable has changed over time and differs according to residence. By
1996 oider single women tended to be at least 25 years old; most were over age 30 when they decided to “ask for a child.” Age
was, for many of the women with whom | spoke, the principal factor disqualifying them from being considered (or considering
themselves) as potential spouses. It was also the principal reason many chose not to marry if the opportunity arose.

3 am defining “older single women” as women who have passed marriageable age. | continually refer to the single women
who had “asked for a child” in order to distinguish them from younger single women, still of marriageable age, who have gotten
pregnant out of wedlock. Whereas alder single women's decisions to bear a child out of wedlock are for the most part socially
sanctioned, younger single women's decisions are not. Whereas, older single women may be encouraged to “ask for a child,”
younger single women will be encouraged to have an abortion.

4 The women and those who speak about them use one of two phrases to refer to their reproductive agency, “kiém con” (finding
a child) and “xin con” (asking for a child). | have chosen to use the English phrase “asking for a child” throughout the paper.

5 Repercussions were not limited to the girt herself. Because a child's actions were considered a reflection of her family, she could
bring shame to her extended kin. Historical research on villages that maintained hudng udc [communal statutes] in the 1920s and
1930s shows that, in some locations, fathers who had daughters that became pregnant out of wedlack were not aliowed to attend
common meetings in the village communai house (Nguyén Hitu Minh 1998). Nowadays, this reaction is presented as an example
of “traditional” Vietnamese society and has come to provide a cultural backdrop, an “historical other” against which contemporary
society can measure the progress women have made in achieving equality with men. Nonetheless, despite the harsh proclamations
against pregnant single women, there is indication that past society was willing to bend. if a betrothed young girl became pregnant,
the family couid request to move up the date of marriage (Nguyén Hlu Minh 1998). And as Nguy&n Thj Khoa points out, there
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The fact that older single women had started to “ask for a child” in the mid 1980s indi-
cates that a shift was taking place in normative ideas about the importance of reproducing
within the marital context.® In 1986 the Vietnamese State revised the 1959 Law on Marriage
and the Family” to recognize every woman’s right to have a child. The 1986 law ® was at one
and the same time a recognition of women who had been raising children on their own and
a practical move by the state as it began to incrementally eradicate social services as part of
its new Pdi Mdi [Renovation] policy.®

Nonetheless, social life continues to be principally organized around the paternal
bloodline in northern Vietnam. despite socialist efforts to eradicate “feudal” vestiges det-
rimental to women.!° Given the dominant nature of the Confucian-influenced patriarchal
discourse on the meaning and purpose of reproduction, and the potential repercussions of
going against a well established social order, what does bearing a child bring an older single
woman? Single women do not need children to bind them to a husband,!! norto carryon a
husband’s ancestral line. Nor do they necessarily require a child to take care of them when
they become too old to fend for themselves.!? From the perspective of the patrilineal kinship
system, it is not at all clear why an older single woman would desire a child.

This article examines discourses of maternal desire during a ten year period, from 1984,
two years before Déi Mdi, through the autumn of 1996, when I concluded my research.
By discourses of maternal desire I mean the words and actions of every day life that are
shaped by the dominant ideology of reproduction — an ideology that entails the “syncretism
of various kinds of appreciations regarding moral behavior that simultaneously encompass
Confucian and Communist ‘morality’” (Rydstrom 1998: 23). My interviews with older single
women who have “asked for a child” serve as the pivot point of this discussion.

always have been opposition to orthodox conceptionf of womenhood and childbearing 1996: 152}, which challenges any notion of a
monolithic concept of a correct Vietnamese behavior. Opposition and leniency are expressed in Vietnamese opera, poetry, and ca dao
[popular songs). :

6 One Ha Ndi acquaintance portrayed the shift this way: when she was little, in the 1970s, she thought it budn cudi [odd/funny] to see an
older single woman (unmarried) who had a child. It was considered so odd that a friend of her family, an older single woman who was
unmarried, decided against adopting a child because she did not want to deal with the villagers' taunts. By the late 1990s, older single
women with children were no longer considered odd.

7 Implicit in the 1959 Law on Marriage and the Family is the idea that bearing and raising children should no longer serve to perpetu-
ate the Confucian-influenced patriarchal family, but should serve the nation. The law therefore, provided an opening for a different
conceptualization of reproduction, for an aiternative meaning of why women reproduce. This move away from the purpose of rearing
children for the patriarchal family set the stage for the older single women | interviewed to “ask for children” outside the bounds of the -
patriarchal family.

8 The 1986 law addresses changes in the family that had occurred since the 1959 taw. Article Number 3 recognizes all women's right
to have a child; this article is interpreted to include older single women. For a discussion of the 1996 law, see Nguyén Thj Khoa 1993,
Thé Lan 1986, Nguy&n Thanh Tam 1991, Bao Nhan Dan 1986a #11567, Phinney 2003.

® For detailed explication of the changes embodied in the 1986 taw see Nguyén Hitu Minh 1998; Nguy&n Thanh Tam 1991; Nguyén Thj
Dinh 1986; Bao Nhan Dan 1986a #11567; Bao Nhan Déan 1986b #11678; Bao (Nhan Dan 1986c #11725; Du Hiu Lian 1987; Nguyén
Thé Giai 1987 & 1993.

10 sge: Ludng 1992, Liliestrom and Tuong Lai 1991, Hoang Thj Lich 1995, Rydstrom 1998, Tran Thj Qué 1992, Viong Xuan Tinh
1994. ‘

1 Children are often thought of as the “string" [sgi déy} or “bridge” [ciu ndi] that binds a couple together. Prior to the 1959 Law on
Marriage and the Family, which instructed couples to marry for love, raising and nurturing children were thought essential for bringing a
married couple together emotionally. This idea is based on a Confucian-influenced marital tradition whereby a couple was not expected
to love each other upon marriage. Rather, love was something that would develop over time.

12 Customarily, unmarried women wili take care of their parents until they die and then wil! live with the eidest brother and his famity.
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What is interesting about older single women’s reproductive decisions is the ways in
which their explanations for bearing children are rooted in and yet challenge the dominant
meaning of reproduction in northern Vietnamese society. Despite being unmarried, older
single women draw upon discourses of maternal desire that are embedded in existing essen-
tialist notions of what it is to be aVietnamese woman inherent in patriarchal ideology, notions
technically reserved for married women.

In my discussions, women would initially displace their own desires for a biological child

by referring to it in terms of the desires of “all Viemamese women.” Cognizant of feminist
critiques of essentialist portrayals of non-western women and women in general,'? I sought
to move the women’s discussions onto a different ground, to disrupt the timeless trope of
“Vietnamese Women” reiterated in everyday discussions, newspaper articles, and social sci-
ence journal articles. It was difficult to do so, principally because social acceptance of the
women and their children resides in these essentialist discourses of maternal desire, It is here
that the value of inquiring about older single women, rather than married women, in order
to move beyond the tropes of maternal desire, proved beneficial. Not having fit nicely into
the normalized route for reproducing, older single women who “asked for a child” experi-
enced desire and childbearing from a marginalized context. They, like infertile women, had
to bear the burden of being unable to participate in the role of motherhood at the age when

most other women in Vietnamese society experience it. Yet unlike infertile women, they .

were able to reproduce, though not within the socially acceptable frame of marriage. Having
moved beyond the bounds of reproductive space defined in terms of the patriarchal family
and patriarchal state, older single women physically and emotionally experienced not only
motherhood, but also its converse, maternal lack.

Three themes of desire emerged from my conversations with older single women, con-
cerns that also resonated and reverberated in the popular media:'* old age support, escaping
loneliness, and the transformative qualities of bearing and nurturing children,

In examining these themes it becomes clear that while the women’s discourses of mater-
nal desire are based in essentialist patriarchal notions of what it is to be a woman (which is
to be a mother), older single women who “ask for a child” (consciously or unconsciously)
subvert the dominant portrayal of the meaning and purpose typically assigned to reproduc-
tion in Vietnamese society. Older single women demonstrate not only that husbands are not
necessary for creating a family, but also that women reproduce for themselves.

Methodology

In the autumn of 1995 I traveled to Viét Nam to conduct ethnographic research on
older single women who had “asked for a child” and the state’s interest in these women.
Like a number of foreign researchers living in northern Viét Nam at the time, I was cir-

13 o6 Barlow 1994; Butler 1990; Gilimartin, Hershatter, Rofel, and White 1994; Liu 1994; Mohanty 1991, Sears 1996, Viswewaran
1994, B

14 coliected articles from print media on older single women “asking for a child” and related topics from 1984-1996. My decision to
collect written materials starting in 1984 was based on my interest in leaming whether discussions related to older single women's
decisions to “ask for a child” had been taking place prior to the 1986 Law on Marriage and the Family, which recognized for the first time
every woman’s right to bear a child. . :
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cumscribed in the research I was able to undertake by domestic political concerns. Once
I received permission from the necessary provincial, district, and commune officials tc
conduct my research, I was not permitted to move about on my own and was accompanied
on all interviews at all times. The answers to my questions were given in the presence of a
Women’s Union official. Due to these factors and to the time constraints of the Women’s
Union officials who accompanied me, I was only able to conduct in-depth interviews, not
life histories as intended. I interviewed 35 older single women who had “asked for a child”
and a number of key individuals at the Héi Phy Niz Ha N¢1i [Ha N¢i Women’s Union], Bdc
Phy NizViét Nam [ TheVietnamese Women’s Newspaper], Bao Phu Nt Thi D6 [The Capital Ciny
Women’s Newspaper], and the Ministry of Justice as well as social scientists from the Trung
Tém Nghién Ciu Phu Nit va Gia Dinh [Center for Research on Women and Family Studies).
Research Centre for Gender, Family and Environment in Development, The Ministry o;
Health, and Trung Tam Sic Khde Phu Nit vi Gia Dink [The Center for Reproductive anc
Family Health]. The knowledge I gained was shaped by my position as an American reseat-
cher coming into northern Viét Nam and by the Vietnamese officials responsible for me ai
a specific period of time, the mid1990s.

My conversations with older single women who had “asked for a child” were at one
and the same time formal but personal. In this regard, I have tried to evoke the emotiona
components of the topics I address. “Emotion activates distinct dispositions, postures an¢
movements which are not only attitudinal but also physical, involving the way in which bodies
together with others articulate a common purpose, design, or order” (Lyon and Barbale
1994: 48). My reactions to women and to their situations, as well as my understanding o:
the way other people treated me, first as a single woman and later as a married woman witt
no child, greatly inform my understanding. It is in the process of these interactions that my
understanding of reproduction in Viét Nam was formed. In order to keep the reader conti-
nually aware of the subjective and political nature of my representation, I insert myself intc
my ethnographic text.

My reséarch is based on women living in Phii Latong District of B4c Théi Province and ir
Séc Son District of Ha Nbi Province, both of which are rural. Women were also interviewed
in Ha N¢i and in the village of Thanh Liét, which is situated on the outskirts of Ha Noi by the
Hong River. The majority of women I spoke with in Phii Ludng and Séc Son were farmers.
some of whom were engaged in an additional income producing activity. Other women 1
spoke with were schoolteachers, seamstresses, shopkeepers, or factory workers. The women
in Thanh Liét were farmers, employees at the local Women’s Union, or engaged in small
busjinesses. The women in Phi Luwdng, Séc Son and Thanh Ligt had low educational levels
not exceeding grade 7; many left school after grade 2 or 3. The Hi N6i women tended to
have a higher educational level (secondary or beyond) and had white-collar jobs working in
offices. The women I interviewed were born between 1945 and 1969, the majority born in
the 1950s. Whereas some women left home for a period of time during the Indochina Wars
to participate in mass mobilization movements, many had rarely, if ever, left the confines
of their district or commune. I am unable to provide any population data on the number of
older single unmarried women who “asked for a child” because the Vietnamese government

has not collected statistics that allow identification of such women.
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Ché nudng tua [Someone To Lean On]

“At the end of the wars we were 25, 26 years old. So the women of my age group asked
for child in order to be able to have our own child to lean on and take care of us when we

became old.” (Chi Ha, age 40)

“Taking a husband is something you are compelled to do, must do. Having z? chi.ld is more
important, much more important. Women really take a husband to have a child, in order to
‘have someone to lean on.”(Chj Nga, age 48)

I began my inquiry into the social construction of maternal desire' by asking older‘ singl.e
women who had given birth the seemingly obvious question, “Why (.ixd you Want a biologi-
cal child?” The most consistent reason single women cite~d for wanting a child was to have
someone to take care of them in their old age, to have a chd miong tia [a place/pc?.rson to lea’n
on]. It was also the first and foremost reason cited by everyone I spoke 1o 1.'egardmg Yvomen s
need for a child, regardless of age, gender, socioeconomic status, edl%cauon, or residence.

Because of the frequency with which women stated needing children for old age. sup-
port, I was interested in whether single women preferred to give birth t'o a boy or’a girl. In
the areas where I conducted research, women commonly move to their hus.band ] hom‘es
upon marriage. Therefore, a couple hopes to have a boy they can rely upon in old age — in
addition to taking responsibility for the ancestral altars and graves. H.owever, research on
family strategies indicates that there is flexibility when it comes to making sure that parents
are taken care of and ancestral rituals performed. Bousquet’s (200.1) research shows that
families with solely daughters transfer the responsibility for duties typically held by the eldf:st
son to the eldest daughter. The daughter marries, her husband will ta!<e up residence with
her family, and their children will pass on the wife’s father’s ancestral line. Ano.ther‘ st‘ratc;lgy

is for a nephew to assume the role of worshiping his uncle’s ancestors and maintaining his
1 altars and graves. . .
ances'It‘:j‘what extent?iro single women want boys for old age support? Responses varied. Ckﬁ
Ngoc had been asked to become a second wife in order that the. man could have a sorl;.
Initially she agreed, but later declined. A number of the women. 1nit1ally v‘vanted. boys, but
were happy, nonetheless, when they had girls. Chi Nga anc-i Chi Yén felt it was .1m1‘3‘ortant
to have a son, Chi Nga so much that she gave birth twice since tf.le first was a girl: . When
girls are older they take husbands and leave the house; a bf)y :v111 ‘stay at home w1tl:1 _,‘rrlle.
That is why 1 had to have a boy.” Neither Chi Nga nor Chi Yén discussed the possibility
that a daughter could bring her husband home to live with he.r mother. Other womefl who
had daughters were not concerned, because they felt that glrls are more f:om})assnonatef
than boys and would therefore be willing to take care of their mothers. Chi Tham, one o ,

15 L8 Nham's (1994) research results from An Higp Commune in Thai Binh Province indicat.e. that many o.f single women :ta:he; z:':f;re-
ence for sons. In part, this was related to the man’s interest in having a son and thereft?re W|‘I||n9n'ess to give e)ftra pal:;.ne o
woman have a boy. In conlrast, the women | interviewed said they were not interested in maintaining any orl going rel klol; " |pre|aﬁons
father of the child. It is also important to point out that older single women are expected by the rest of society to breal t(: e
with the man who has gotten them pregnant. This is a key factor in the sociai acceptance of such women and thus has become p:

the women's narrative.

272

Harriet Phinney .

the more highly educated women I interviewed from Ha N#i, had very much wanted a boy,
but for a different reason. She did not want a boy for old age support but because she feels
that Viét Nam is a harsh and difficult society for girls and women. She also worries that her
daughter will have trouble getting married because she was born out of wedlock, Potential
in-laws may look down on her or prohibit their son from marrying a girl who has been raised
without a father. As the proverb ldy vg xem 1ong, by chdong xem gibng [Marry a wife for her
ancestry, marry a husband for his breed) prescribes, when choosing a wife a young man and
his family should pay close attention to the girl’s family because that is where she has been
trained to be a good wife and mother. By implication, a girl without a father may not have
been adequately socialized.!s

Given the variability with which women voiced concern that a son or daughter would
ultimately take responsibility for them as they aged, I began to wonder whether there had
been any discussion of families neglecting to care for unmarried daughters. During the course
of my research I did not encounter any such stories or rumors — which is not to say that the
situation does not exist. I turned to print media in order to gain an historical perspective.
Here too, in the newspapers, magazines, or social science journals I collected from 1984 to

- 1996 there was no evidence of a problem. There was no mention of abandoned single women.

In part, this could be due to the fact that many single women did not return home after the
wars but went to work in state enterprises. And, in line with the goals of the new socialist
state that sought to insert itself into the family, single women may have been sufficiently
taken care of by their state offices or the commune in which they lived.!? :

Yet with the advent of Péi Mdi and the increasing privatization of the economy, the state
is relinquishing the responsibility of caring for of all members of society. Instead, the state is
enabling and encouraging its citizens, households, and associations to provide individuals
with the support previously offered by the state.'® Older single women who have “asked for
a child” are taking responsibility for their own future welfare, thus fitting in with the new
market based socialism and its concomitant tactics of government.1®

Many of the women I interviewed lived with widowed mothers, some with brothers on
family land, a few with both parents, and some in housing provided by their state office. These
arrangements are consonant with my general understanding of living situations for other
older single women. If they do not work for the state and receive state housing, women live
with their parents. When their parents die they remain in the house and are incorporated into
their brother’s family. In many families, sisters are seen as valuable for contributing to house-

16 When a girl considers marriage she is supposed to look carefully at the boy's lineage; it is his blood line that is important. These
ideas are consonant with Rydstrom’s (1998) findings regarding different conceptions of boys’ and girls’ bodies; “The fact that boys are
perceived to incorporate inborn ‘honor’ means that a boy's body is not considered to be blank in biological terms or symbolic terms. A
boy's body incorporates his patrilineage in the past, present, and future and it is in this sense overdetermined with symbolic meaning
condensed in the meaning of the penis...A girf's body is defined as blank because she has no inbom *honor’ and, in this sense, is outside
the patrilineal social structure. Girls are therefore ‘socialized’ to a greater extent than boys as a strategy of compensating for what is
seen as a lack of symbolic and biological meaning with respect to their bodies” (1998:54).

17 5ee Malamey (1993) and Phinney (2003) for discussions on the manner in which the communist party sought to intervene in people’s
lives, particularly in reference to the 1959 Law on Marriage and the Family.

18 See Phinney (2003) for further discussion on changing governmentality as it pertains to single mother. See Bii Thé Cuong et al.
(1999) regarding the shifting relationship between the state and the elderly.

19 iy there is no discussion on singie women being abandoned by family members. If anything, newspaper articles caliing for state

subsidies for all types of single women headed families indicates a belief that the state has a duty to support women who sacrificed
marriage for the good of the nation,
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hold chores, helping take care of nieces and nephews, and contributing to the household
economy. Whether or not these women consider this an ideal situation remains to be learned.
It likely depends on a woman’s personal desires and her relationships with her parents, brot'h—
ers and their wives, as well as her nieces and nephews. Juxtaposing two proverbs on familial
relationships suggests that there is likely to be some tension in such a living arrgngement.
On the one hand, the proverb Anh em li rupt I 18, v chong nhi do cdi ra khé gi {Siblings
are tied together by blood relations; husband and wives are like clothes which can be taken
off easily] speaks to the overriding importance of blood/sibling relations — indicating that a
woman will be taken care of by her brothers. On the other hand, the proverb Vo chdng I rujt
la ra, anh em 6 cia c6 nha anh em [Husbands and wives are bound by intimate ties; siblings
have their own homes and families] suggests that the sibling relationship becomes strained
with marriage. Clearly a daughter who has not married and remains in her natal household
will need to negotiate her space and place with her sister-in-law, who would normally, upon
" the mother-in-law’s death, take charge of the household.?®

Old age support is a socially and politically acceptable explanation for bearing a child
out of wedlock, particularly in the Péi Mdi era when the state has withdrawn social welfare
subsidies and the elderly are on their own or must rely on their families. It is also an accept-
able reason for not adopting a child and for deciding to keep a child even if a woman had
not intended to get pregnant. 2! »

Overall, most of the single women I spoke with did appear to have options for old
age support other than bearing a child of their own. And given that the women did r.10t
state that they would have to live alone should they not have a child, I began to question
my understanding of ché niong néa. My initial understanding o_f chd miong tya came from
the population and development discourse, which portrays ché niong tia in terms of the
economic and physical support older persons need once they become too old to fend for
themselves.?? When I queried further, I found that discussions of women’s maternal desire
evoked much more — their emotion, their bodies, and their identity as women. Contained
within the discourse on old age security are a series of other concerns, values and beliefs that
assume and reinforce a particular social construction of women’s identity, women’s needs
and women’s character — and a specific notion of women’s appropriate embodied/spatial
place in society. The question still remains, what does a child bring?

Vui vé [Happiness and Joy]

“In my opinion, for a woman to live alone is very lonely. Therefore, she should hax"e a child,
a child brings “vus vé” [“joy/happiness”]. Since I have had a child, I no longer think about
getting married” (Chj Dén, age 39).

“I wanted a child because single life is very sad” (Chi Lan, age 35).

20 Bélanger and Khuét Thu Hong (2002) have begun to address the changing roles and positions assumed by an unmarried daughter
as her natal household composition changes in their research on singlehood.
21 5ee Phinney (2003) for a discussion on the discourse of adoption with regard to older single women.

22 The focus on economics is part of the population and development discourse, which in its drive to chart and control fertility focuses»

on elements of reproductive decision-making that potentially could be changed by deveiopment inputs.
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“When I had a child, I felt very happy, exceedingly happy because I saw myself at that
moment really as a woman” (Chj Thim, age 37).

Women without husbands are sometimes portrayed as “lonely women” (Nguyén Thanh
Tam 1992).2Yet, as Nguyén Thi Khoa (1993) has noted and my research bears out, unmar-
ried women themselves define loneliness not in terms of being unmarried and without a
husband, but as childlessness. Chj Minh said that when she had a child she thought, “Now
I don’t have to live such a lonely and solitary life,” even though, she was living with her
mother at the time. Her feelings echoed that of many other single women’s who were living
with or had relatives nearby. Speaking about her life before she had a child, Chij Nga said
she would “di choi” [go out, play, have fun] with anyone, but still felt very sad since she did
not have a child. She added “though having children is very difficult, it is happier, they fill
me with enthusiasm, ardor.”

According to Dr. Nguyén Thi Hoai Pc, Director of T} rung Tam Suc Khoe Phu Nii va
Gia Pinh [Center for Reproductive and Family Health] in Ha NGoi, society tends to look
down on women who do not have children. For example, she said, if a woman goes to the
market and she does not have a child, people will look down on her, She will not have any
good friends or good relations with the community. Dr. Nhon,? a general physician in Phi
Luong, explained: “Women who are not married @i choi [go ouvhave fun] very little because
they are sad, they often think of the proverb cdy khé khéng moc, ngudi doc khing con [a dead
tree is not a tree, a wicked person has no children]. In particular, I was told, it is difficult emo-
tionally for a childless woman to go out with women who do have children.2 Before getting
pregnant, Chi Tham in Ha Nbi said, “There were times when I would go to a friend’s house
to di choi and I saw them with their family and I was affected, I felt sad. It was an emotion I
was never able to avoid at all.” In a similar vein Dr. Ngo mentioned that “In the office there
are some women over age 30 who have not yet had a child. They don’t want contact with
anyone, it is difficult for them to mix with others because of their situation although they
very much love and value young children.” In reference to these women, Dr. Nhon confided
that when a childless woman over 35 goes to a doctor, the doctor will generally advise her to
raise a child because “when a woman has a child, she can g0 out more. It makes her life vui
vé happy and joyful], and this is because she is not lonely.” 2 Thus loneliness was typically
framed in terms of having to di choi by yourself: coming home to an empty house after visit-
ing friends or relatives who have children, not being able to talk with other women about the
childbearing experience and listening to other women talk about their children.

23 The phrase phy nid doc than is often used to refer to'single women. doc than also means “lonely.” It is noteworthy that single and
lonely are equated. déc than also can be used to refer o celibate people.

24 br. Nhan is a pseudonym. :

25 Similar emotional difficulty has been expressed to me by a number of infertile women inthe United States who are trying to get preg-
nant. A number of women have talked to me about how hard it is to be around pregnant women, how hard it is to share in a woman's joy in
giving birth, how alienating it is not to be able to participate in “the mommy club.” These emotions also are discussed in a number of books
on infertility and on single women seeking to have children. See: Davis-Floyd (1992), Inhorn (1 994), Kahn (2000), Ludtke (1997).

26 br. Nhan said that it is common for doctors o advise couples who have been married for quite some time but do not yet have chiidren
to adopt a child, as a child is said to bring happiness to a family.
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Not only does going out with women friends who have children highlight a childless
woman’s lack, but a married woman with a child has created other social obligations that
render her less available to di chos with her single age mates.?” A single childless woman’s
friends, in turn, have not been replaced by a new set of conjugal relatives, leaving her with
fewer people with whom to di choi. It became evident in talking with many different women

that having a child provides a woman with greater geographic mobility: her child becomes -

a reason for getting out and going places she otherwise might not go. Chi Sén expressed her
desire for a child in terms of wanting to be “independent”from her natal family, to be more
mobile. A child necessitates that a mother establish mutually beneficial relationships with
other women, with doctors and with schoolteachers, thus connecting her to the larger com-
munity. This is especially important for women who are not living in their natal villages.
Having a child provides common experiences with which to connect with other women.
In addition to creating new relationships as a result of having a child, a woman’s previous
relationships change — they become more focused around the child — establishing and reaf-
firming a woman’s identity as a mother. One could say that it is not a husband who provides
daily mobility through social spaces, but a child. Hué-T4m H& T42i?8 has reflected, “The
story of a Vietnamese woman does not end in marriage, her life truly begins when she has
children.” Tine Gammeltoft’s research in a commune outside Ha Noi in Ha T4y Province
provides a telling anecdote: “To my question, “Why do women have menstruation?’ women
would often answer, ‘Because otherwise one has no future’” (1999: 113). Wanting to have a
child goes beyond fulfilling a universal imperative to motherhood, it is also a common means
of securing her position within the family and hence within her community.”? According to
Nguyén Thi Khoa, a researcher at the Center for Research on Women, “A woman who has

a child or a son will prove to others that they are not lonely due to s6 phdn [fate] or position.

They have sitc sdng [vitality] that comes from their children” (1996: 134). What is remarkable
is that older single women are also granted social and familial status by virtue of bearing a
child, status previously reserved for married women.

Loneliness due to childlessness transfers into an absence of personal physical experi-
ence.Women who don’t participate in mothering activities come to embody a non-reproduc-
ing self: they are not participating in the on going reproduction of their society. Their absence
from everyday “female activities” shapes both their perceptions of themselves and people’s
attitudes toward them. In many ways they are doubly absent; they do not participate in the
“mommy club,” nor do they participate in the state’s agenda for producing the modern
subject woman who is wife, mother, and citizen.

I would conjecture that these feelings of inadequacy have become more acute (and
socially acceptable to talk about) since the end of the Indochina wars. During the Second
Indochina War, women were encouraged to participate in the war effort and, after the war,
to help re-build the nation. Nationalism was produced as a focal point for people’s hearts
and minds in the party’s efforts to instill emations that would link all Vietnamese people

27 Amarried woman's mobility fikely differs according to her educational level, socioeconomic status, her residential focation (urban/rural)
and whether she and her husband live alone with their children or live as part of a large extended family.

28 personal Correspondence 1997.

29 Married women who are infertile may suffer greatly from being unable to bear a child — in some cases their in-laws pressure the
husbands to divorce in order to marry another woman who can produce grandchitdren. :
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together in sentiments of national unity (Anderson 1991, cf. Mankekar 1999). After the wars,
the party no longer commanded the same fervor, attention, and devotion. The “horizontal
comradeship[s]” (Anderson 1991:7) created during the war era likely took a back seat to
family duties and responsibilities as people began to go home and rebuild their personal
lives. The state’s decision to revalidate the family through its Pdi Mo policy would serve to
heighten women’s desires/angst for a family and a child. '

Revolutionary participation, war, and societal change since 1975 have created new
social spaces for single women that did not exist before.>® Nonetheless, contemporary
images of single women are rarely seen in Viét Nam. When women are portrayed, they are
typically accompanied by a child or children — as is the case with MeViér Nam [Mother Viét
Nam], which is a statue of a woman with a boy on her shoulder in the lobby of the Ha Noi
Women’s Museum (she has successfully reproduced a male child), and in family planning
posters scattered around Ha Noi and throughout rural areas depicting the happy family of
a husband, wife and child.

In 1996 I interviewed a well-known graphic artist in his 50s, who had designed posters
during the war and re-unification, about contemporary images of women. He provided a
telling insight into the image of a lone woman. We spoke about a public health message
produced in 1995/6 by an international family planning agency, the goal of which was to
encourage the use of condoms and to spread awareness of the risks of contracting HIV. The
video showed a single woman sitting in a chair with her back to us, her head down. She is
alone on the screen. The caption that runs across the screen informs the viewers that the
married woman in the’ﬁlm (of course married, as they are the ones having sexual intercourse)
has contracted HIV from her husband. The public health specialists advise women/wives
to have their husbands wear condoms. The graphic artist’s immediate reaction to the video
was, “Of course she isn’t going to use a condom, she doesn’t yet have a child.” For him, the
image of a womnan alone meant one thing: she was childless. How is it that in 1996, the image
of a lone woman evoked a lack, a particular kind of lack that was likely not present during
the war years when women were portrayed with guns? '

The feelings of loneliness, inadequacy and discomfort expressed by older single women,
who have had to move about in a society largely structured around marital and familial rela-
tions, is reflected in a number of newspaper articles written off and on since 1987.3! Though
the authors of these articles write in hopes of alleviating the difficulties of older single women,
the solutions provided reiterate existing beliefs and assumptions that it is not possible for
single women to be happy without a child or at least a husband. This is true as well of the
questions posed to young married couples about their childless state.

Whazt is this ar\lxiety produced by older single women occupying public spaces? Bélanger
and Khuat Thu Hong note in reference to their research on single women that “the idea of
a one-person, self-sufficient household is not very acceptable — it is perceived as a selfish,

30 Young single educated urban women taking advantage of new economic opportunities that have emerged as a result of d6i Méi are
enjoying being single and do not have qualms about putting off marriage and childbearing.

3y 1996, the editors of the magazine Hanh Phuc Gia dinh Phy Nil Vigt Nam devoted almost an entire issue to the subject of whether
asingle woman could be happy or not. The August 13 issue contains an article on fate and being alone, a translation of an article from
the American magazine Cosmopoiitan on whether it is possible ta be happy alone, stories of single women and men, short stories and
essays about single women, and accounts of women who have decided to remain alone, their love having died.
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undesirable, and lonely lifestyle — and the close relatives of a woman who tries to establish
such a household often oppose her, fearing that she will damage the reputation of the entire
family (2002:107).32”

Authors who decry the scorn heaped on single women reflect this opprobrium. The
social scientist VAn Thanh (1992) writes, “Under the eyes of all people, especially men,
women who live alone rouse feelings of resentment and hatred with neighbors and society.
What can be done in order to not have this hatred and resentment manifest itself so sav-
agely?” Nhi Ha (1991), writing for Bdo Phu NitViét Nam, describes the unhappy situation
of a woman by the name of Cé Dinh Thi Mit, who at age 30 decided to leave her family
home to live on her own because she was treated poorly by her parents. Unmarried, C6 Mit,
one of 7 siblings, was evidently a burden to her parents.

More typically, women who are alone are portrayed as unhappy people. An example is
given in V3 Thi Hao’s (1990) short story, “Ngudi Sét Lgi Ciia Ritng Cuoi [Left Behind in the
Smiling Forest],” published in Bdo Phu Ni2Vigt Nam in 1990. The story is about women who
joined the army when they were quite young. Having had their beauty and youth snatched
away by the war, they remained where they were, living in a remote mountainous area.
Unable to bear their loneliness, their health deteriorated and they died.

I only came across two articles whose authors expressed the idea that a woman can be
happy if she lives alone. In 1988, Hong Lién interviewed a number of prominent women
on the subject of single women bearing children out of wedlock and provided the text of
the interviews in Bdo Phy NizVi¢t Nam. One woman, a teacher at the Marie Curie School,
drew the distinction between living alone and being alone: “Nowadays being single does
not mean living alone, because everyone lives among other people, has relationships with
other people, friends, colleagues.” Hong Lién went on to say that though there are women
who do live alone and are not lonely, there are others who are lonely — and it is up to each
(local) Women’s Union to “create the conditions whereby each woman can determine most
intelligently the means to determine personal happiness” (Hong Lién 1988: 6). Similarly, Lu
Dinh Triéu and Hitu Thién (1992) conclude their article, “Hanh Phiic Mt Minh? [Happiness
by Oneself?],” with the story of a 50 year old single woman who said that happiness comes
from having established harmony within yourself, that having done so one can be happy
alone or with others. :

Despite promulgation of the 1986 Law on Marriage and the Family, which is interpreted
to recognize every woman’s right to be a mother, many older single women continued to
bear harsh social criticism for their reproductive behavior. Thus many authors write to draw
attention to the emotional distress and needs of single woman. The overriding concern is
that older women’s needs and rights to have children be recognized by all of society. In 1988,
Nguyén Xuan Trang wrote an article titled “Phdi Chdang Hp Khing Mubn Lip Gia Dinh?

32 Bélanger and Khuat Thu Héng also note, however, that more progressive families enabie their unmarried daughters to be self-suf-
ficient by providing them with the necessary education and skills necessary to do so. In 1950 Richard Coughlin wrote “... the celibacy
of girls is considered to be very honorable if the girl does not marry in order to care for her old parents or for her brothers and sisters”
(1850: 11). Noting that his research is based on French texts between 1913 and 1944 he adds in footnote (39), “This is probably closer
to the traditional view than the actual one at present.” Coughlin's research supports the notion that views on unmarried daughters likely
differ in different time periods.

33 n one issue of Béo Phy Nif Vigt Nam (1990 #15), another author discusses the misperception that single women are somehow bad
people who have committed a sin or a crime, that they have some sort of problem. in order to avoid such perceptions, some single
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[Could It Be That They Don’t Want to Have a Family?].” In this article Nguyén Xuin Trang
recommends that the Women’s Union should create clubs to introduce older single people
to each other and should start a column for personal ads in the newspaper.** Her recom-
mendations (based on knowledge of similar clubs in Russia and Poland) are premised on the
assumptions that happiness can be achieved by creating a family, ‘singlehood’ cannot be a
happy situation, and remaining single is more of a problem for women than for men, since
men can marry younger women. Similar ideas appear in articles with titles such as: “Lai
NoiVé Nhiing Nguoi Phy Nit C6 Pon [Another Discussion about Women Who Are Alone]”
(Giang Thu 1991); Khi Hén Nhin KhongVéi Tdi Ho [When Marriage Escapes Their Grasp)”
(Thanh Ddm 1991 ); “Ndng Muon [Late Afternoon Sun]” (L& Nguyén Ngit 1992); “Nhiing
Mdnh Doi C6 Don [The Frail and Lonely Lives]” (Pham Ha 1996); and “Mér Vai ¥ Kién
vé ‘Nhitng Mdnh Poi Cé Pon’ [Some Ideas about “The Frail and Lonely Lives’)” (Nguyén
Chau Khanh 1996),

These authors’ messages are buttressed by other articles about women who, having
enjoyed being single when they were young, now that they are no longer marriageable,
having become gud lita [too old to marry], no longer feel as happy. The point of the articles
is to warn young women of the impending danger of loneliness. The authors all call for
more social recognition and acceptance of a woman’s “legitimate right” to have a child
to make her happy. In these articles, a child is more than someone to lean on in old age; a
child constitutes a woman’s happiness. 3° “Children not only satisfy the need for rink cdm,
but have a material and spiritual value — they provide happiness for women,” writes Ngoc
Vin (1992) in “Hanh Phiic Ciia Nhiing Ngudi Phu Nit C6 Pon [The Happiness of Solitary
Women).” Bii Pinh Nguyén’s 1993 article, “Chia Sé Sy Déng CdmVdi Nhitng Phu Nit Don
Than [Sympathizing with Single Women],” best evokes the emotional need that is believed
to be the key to a single woman’s happiness. Let them have a child ...so they can hold a
babe in their arms with all of a mother’s sentiment, heir the voice of a young child babble,
make a happy house, and have someone to comfort and console, to lean on, to take care of
them when they are old.” 3¢

As soon as a young couple marries, they will try to have a child as soon as possible.
Should they delay having children, a newly married couple will likely be subject to taunts and
advice from all directions. Friends may tease a newly married man with the question, “C¢
mét gi khong?” [“Aren’t you missing something?”]. Or an older person might tell a younger

women lig, telling people that they do have a family. The article ends by asking people to recognize that just because a woman is over
age 40 and is not married does not mean she is a horrible person; single women can still be beautiful and good people.

34 The Women's Union did start a club for older people to meet each other. It is not limited to women who are still of childbearing age;
post-menopausal women and older men also are invited to participate in various activities to meet each other. Again, the idea that one
should not have to live alone because living alone is inherently lonely is a fundamental assumption. Whether this also contains an
assumption about the importance of marital fove is another question.

35 e.g. Phong Thu 1991,

36 The importance of having a child to hold should not be underestimated. When I was in Vigt Nam | was struck by how closely people
sat next to each other; how frequently girl friends, women friends, and male friends walked arm in arm; many people’s preference for
sleeping in a bed with a friend or relative of the same sex rather than sleeping alone; the extent to which women | had never met reached
out to hold my hand and kept holding it long past when | would have let go; and the number of times women | was speaking with held
my arm and stroked it. Whenever an opportunity arose, a child was scooped up into someone’s arms and hugged. The point here is
that the enjoyment derived from the physical closeness/warmth/joy of a child is part of a desire that at some level is socially produced. A
cross-cultural examination of child rearing practices and socialization over time would revea differences in the way parents and adulls
interact with children and babies.
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childless (married) woman, “Cég con di!” [“Have a child!”]. ?hese sorts of questions aqd
admonitions are not meant to be rude and are asked in good falth.Thsy do, however, contain
definite assumptions about what should transpire in other people’s lives _and are consonant
- with Rydstrom’s (1998: 140) research findings that “all females are considered to be future
les as future fathers.” , .
mom’le;fea;‘iizlll smu:port for older single women’s decisions to “ask for a c'hild”. is rooted in
these expectations. Yet there appears to be a difference 'betwe‘en the x‘r‘lanner u: which thle o?der
single women talk about loneliness and the manner in which .the experts” (psycho oglstz
social scientists, doctors, Women’s Union cadres) portray lonelmess.Thoggh the women an.
the experts perceive the same social phenomenon, th'e way they discuss it depends on th;llr
position in society. Older single women speak of lonelm.ess as 'a personal n.latter', whereas the
experts talk about social status. Embedded in experts’ dxscuss'lons of lonelme§s is the pFrcep-
tion that childless women are inferior because they are lacklng,.thf:y are without chlldr'en.
The expert’s discourses of maternal desire are more than d'escrlptlve, t‘hey are producnvt?,
creating the idea that childless women are inadec.luat.e. Social exI.Jectanon‘that a \gonlxa:ll 1;
really only a woman when she bears a child marginalizes tho'se without ct’uldre'n. xclude
from the social interaction that bearing a child begets, older single wome.n s fee.hngs of lone-
liness are testament to their embodiment of discourses of maternal de:s1.re. I‘t 1s.ther<':fore a
paradox that the social expectation of motherhood, in addition to providing )usuﬁcau?n for ‘
older single women’s decisions to “ask for a child” so 'they won’t be lonely, also contributes
to and produces older women’s feelings of loneliness in the first place.

Thoai Mai [At Ease]

“Whether a woman marries or not, we should have a child. Many wE)men.who ?.Fe lc?v? tuoiy
who don’t have a child, their personality changes such that tpelr tinh [dlspos.moxz] is r}ot
thodi mdi [at ease], they bic bt [fret] as a result of being mor mir.zh [alone:], l§ck1ng unh cam’;
They are sad and budn phién [worried]. According to me, having a child is much better ’
(Chi Hao, age 45). :

“People who have a child are usually happy. If a husband and wife don’t have a chxlt’i, their:
thoughts are scattered, not happy. It is the psychology of the woman to have a child” (C
Nhan, age 38). B
“I dreamt of giving birth to a child...I take care of my brother’s children, bu} the ll‘elat-ion§hip
is strained. I thought that if I have my own child, then it would have more tnh cdm with me

(Chi Hdi, age 33).

Intimately related to the conception of the lonely woman is a series ’of bﬁeliet:s Zelgardm
the relationship between motherhood and/or marriage and a woman’s tdm sinh Iy, [pse
chosocial physiology]. A slur, which I occasionally heard made ml reference to unma:n ‘
women, was that they are khd tink [have difficult charactersJ . And if these womc;n w‘eyrt_bl
difficult yet, they were in danger of becoming so. Unmarried women, assumed not to,b
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fertilization program, “The moment that she feels

Wmarried women with children as viewing sex as something
ttive on this topic, is consonant with my own investigations into sexuality:
physical burden on top of all the other exigencies of a nol
Ework® (1999: 34),
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having intimate sexual relations with a man, are thought to suffer emotionally and physi-
cally. Chj Tham’s doctor told her that a woman can become khd tinh if she does not have
intimate sexual activity with a'man: a woman without a man becomes gdy di [thinner], kh¢
héo [wilted], and her dm diong [yin and yang] gets out of balance.? Not all women agree
with this notion of kA6 tinh. Chij Hién, who has yet to have a child or a husband said, “People
say that at age 30, if you have not yet married a husband, then you will have a problem with
your psychology, but I feel that my social psychological life is very normal.” It would appear,
given this understanding of “khé tinh,” that a woman who has sexual intimacy with a man
would be happy and at ease. Yet, as one woman said to me, “If you get married and don’t
have children, then why marry?” Her statement reveals the assumption that a woman’s
sexual relations with her husband are (or should be) principally oriented to having a child.
By extension it is the child, rather than Sex per se, that is believed to enable a woman to be
thodi mdi [at ease] 28
Thus, kA6 tink is also used to refer to women without children,
The experience of nurturing and raising one’s own child is said to make women more patient
with other people’s children and, by extension, the rest of society. Chj Hing, who uninten-
tionally got pregnant but was determined to have her child, described how her character
changed upon having to raise a child: “In the past I spoke coarsely, rudely. Now even if [

adopted or biological.

- am angry I speak softly and sweetly to my child.” Chj Qanh, who adopted a child (because

her infertile husband did not want her having relations with another man in order to have a
child), said that before she had a child, she was sorrowful and felt self pity. “Since having the
child my mind has become at ease, at peace, happy.” Chi Ly, who had a boy at age 30, said
that before she had a child, she was often cross with people, but now she is “almost never
cross or furious... my behavior towards everyone is more soft-spoken. I work at everything
because of my child. I behave very well and show sympathy with other people.. . I must be
more modest and courteous, soft-mannered with everyone, in order that people will love
and esteem [qui mén) my child.” Chi Ly attributes her change in mood and demeanor to
finally having. something of her own. :

T6 Thi Anh, a psychologist who was interviewed in 1988 about her opinion on the

recent phenomenon of single women bearing children, pointed out that a woman’s character
is not stable over time. As she sees it,
over 35 and not married.

‘able, kho tink, and her capacity to work decreases.” According to T4 Thj Anh, “to realize the

right of becoming a mother is to realize a woman’s function” (quoted in Héng Lién 1988:
6). Thus, it is not matriage per se that balances

a woman’s psychology becomes a problem if she is
“A woman’s character changes; it becomes excessive and intoler-

a woman’s character, but the experience of
“There are two moments which are the most important in a woman’s life,” a
a doctor at the H6 Chi Minh City in-vitro
a baby formed in her womb move for the

aving a child.

Ham hép which translates as “slightly crack-brained,” is occasionally used with khd tinh for older women who are virgins, Other

Fphrases used are nghism khéc [strict, severe] or khét khe [too severe, too strict].

8 My interpretation of khé tinh is based on a discourse of sexuality that porirays men as needing more sex than women and portrays

they must to do please their husbands. Tine Gammeltoft's research, instruc-

---many women perceive sexual activity as just another
rmal work day; indeed, one of the many terms for ‘having sex’ is ‘/am vige, to
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first time and the moment a baby is born.”?® Nguy&n Thi Hoai Dic indicated in response
to my query about kk6 tinh that a woman is not a woman if she does not have a child: she
does not know how to give birth or how to breastfeed; she does not have the sentimentality
or the emotion of a mother; she does not know how to love. She does not know how to be
a mother. The lack of personal knowledge and experience, along with the scorn with which
people treat her, make a woman khd tinh.

Conclusion

Discourses of maternal desire are rooted in a belief that all Vietnamese women are
essentially the same. Vietnamese often proclaim that “all Vietnamese women want children”
or that “it is a woman’s instinct to want a child.” In many ways, the desire for motherhood
turns on the promise of a transformation, of social acceptance, that having a child brings a
woman. You will not be the same person you were before, but it is impossible to know that
prior to actually raising children. The knowledge of the promise of transformation is what is
projected onto those women who have not yet undergone childbearing?®. The assumption of
“yet,” — “do you have a child yet?” - is a projection of a sense of inadequacy, lack and incom-
pleteness that only a child can remedy*!. It is not just that a woman becomes a true woman
upon bearing a child but that there are a whole host of emotions, attitudes, and appropriate
bodily behaviors that women learn as part of the child rearing process. These experiences
and dispositions are what being a woman is supposed to be about.

In contrast to previous historical periods when single women were ostracized for getting
pregnant out of wedlock, older single women in the Di Mdi era become socially connected
to the rest of society by bearing children. Older single women who have “asked for a child”
gain familial and social status, regardless of the fact that they are not reproducing for a
husband’s lineage. Older single women accept and draw upon conventional ideas regarding
the importance of childbearing for women, and yet they clearly reject (unwittingly or not)
the notion that they must be married in order to become mothers. Having taken the initiative
to bear a child, to take their reproductive lives into their own hands, women who “ask for
a child” challenge the trope that Vietnamese women are traditionally passive (Nguyén Thi
Khoa 1996). As a result, the reasons older single women give for wanting children and the
discourses circulating about their maternal desire force us to broaden our understanding of
the purpose and meaning of reproduction in Vietnamese society.

39 vigt Nam News Service 2000.

40 1tis also validation for all the women who have internalized matemal desire and experienced reproduction. it confirms their choices
{Ginsburg 1989).

4y Viét Nam, married women and men are asked “Do you have a child yet?”, not simply “Do you have a child?”. As stated, the question
assumes everyone will seek to reproduce and raise children.
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