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The origins of the role played by women in Viet-
namese society today are very ancient. Fopular
tradition on the one hand and historical necessity
on the other have in the course of many centuries
forged the qualities of Vietnamese women and their
capacity to struggle for meaningful participation in
the building of society. Studies of folklore and
popular tales, archaeological research, and ethnol-
ogy have made it possible for us now to recon-
struct a fairly accurate history of women in Viet
Nam and envisage how their conditions were, what
the role they played in ancient society was, and
what their contributions to the common achievement
of the Vietnamese péople have been.




Chapter 1

WOMEN IN ANCIENT TIMES

A — THE BEGINNINGS OF VIETNAMESE HISTORY

Recent archaelogical excavations have made
clear the significance of our tales and legends about
the origin of our people and the birth of the Viet-
namese nation. The land of Viet Nam, populated
from time immemorial by aboriginal ethnic groups
was the objective of considerable migrations from
the north, and it was from the crossing of races in
which ethnic elements of nordic origin prevailed *
that the Vietnamese people emerged. A legend .
handed down from generation to generation tells of
this birth in the following manner:

“... Fifty of the boys followed their mother and
settled in Phong Chau' and founded the kingdom of
Van Lang. The most valorous of them was pro-
claimed king, the first Hung king?.

R

1. In Vinh Phu province today. '

2. The epoch of “the Hung Kings” was somewhere in
the 2nd and 3rd millennia B.C.
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“As Au Co, the mother, was a fairy, her child-
ren followed her to the country of the maternal
linel.”

This legend that tells of the origins of the people

on the maternal side substantiates that matriarchy
held sway. Our ancestor, Lady Au Co, was the first
of a long line of famous Vietnamese women.
i
1. Primitive Socicty and the Reign of Matriarchy
Legends have also been sources of precious
information about primitive society, in which
women played the dominant role. Women of the
time are portrayed as veritable giants both stronger
and more capable than men: '

“Once upon a time there was a lady of the name
of Nu Oa. She received a proposal of marriage
from a man called Tu Tuong. Her answer was
to invite him to compete with her in putting
up a hill in less than three days. Nu Oa did
much better than her suitor and she had no
more than to kick the hill built by Tu Tuong
to destroy it. Far from being discouraged, the
man made several further attempts and finally
succeeded in obtaining Nu Oa’s consent. ”

Another legend relates the great labours of Nu
Oa, who “ carried rocks to mend the sky, dug up the
beds of rivers, and raised mountains,’ vestiges of

1. According to popular belief, fairies and gods lived
on mountains.
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which are thought to be still visible in present-day
Ha Tinh and Ha Tay provinces.

Recent archaeological excavations have brought
evidence of the existence of such women to light.
In Thieu Duong, Thanh Hoa province, bones of
women nearly two metres tall with bronze bracelets
around their wrists have been unearthed. Prelimi-
nary analyses attribute these remains to human "
groups living about 3,000 years ago, a difficult epoch
when the newly-laid delta was being brought under
cultivation. The terrain was still swampy and dotted
with rugged hills. The “Legend of the. Mountain
Genie and the Water Genje”i derives from the ter-
rible floods that jeopardized the existence of these
first settlers. The efforts made by the descendants of
Nu Oa to conquer adverse natural conditions and
establish their first settlements symbolize the con-
tribution of women to the building of society.

1, Economic and Social Life

A great number of folk tales portray the matri-
archy ‘and accord to women the role of initiating
agriculture and production. According to a legend
of the Tay ethnic minority (living in Northern Viet
Nam), it was their ancestor, Lady Sao Cai, who intro-
duced the cultivation of rice into Viet Nam:

..“One day, she discovered a grass with white

grains. She picked off the grains and scattered

them on the mud. More plants grew from them’

and on them more grains.”

1. See appendices.
13




Viet Nam is among the first countries where rice
was grown. Tales of Giao Chau, the Chinese annals,
say that the population of Giao Chi knew how to
cultivate rice and to use the rise and fall of the
rivers for irrigation purposes. Vietnamese archaeo-
logists have found grains of rice in ancient pots
unearthed at Go Nua and Dong Dég, Vinh Phu
province. Carvings on drums excavated at Dong Son
which date back to more than 3,000 years B.C. show
couples pounding rice, the women being represented
in a very expressive way. Their major contribution
in daily life was one of the sources of inspiration in
pre-historical art.

" Primitive beliefs raised women to the rank of
" goddesses presiding over the cultivation of rice and
other food crops whose introduction is attributed to
women. In many regions on the plain, ancient
temples erected in honour of women bearing the
names of food crops are not infrequent: Temple to
Lady Soya, Temple to Lady Mulberry, Temple to
Lady Bean. These cults are still practised to some
extent today among a number ‘of ethnic minorities.
At harvest time in Tay Bac (North West), the Khmu,
Khua, and Khang minorities choose a woman to be
" the “mother of rice.” The latter goes to the fields
very early in the morning before the arrival of the
harvesters and pick a few ears, thereby appeasing
the soul of the rice and warding off inclement
weather for the next crop.

Archaeological remains in Hoa Binh, Quynh Van,

Bac "Son, (northern Viet Nam) testify to ancient
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pottery making. Pieces of pots and vases with female
finger-prints on them have been discovered. It is like-
ly that women specialized in this primitive handi-
craft, the appearance of which marks an important
development from the material, cultural and artist-
ic points of view. '

The matriarchal family had great respect for moth-
ers, who not only ensured the perpetuation of the
clan but also provided for the needs of the children.
Female figurines with disproportionately large
breasts and hips are evidence of the preoccupation
with ensuring the perpetuation of the race by ~
numerous offspring. Mothers of numerous children
are common figures in Vietnamese legends: Lady
Au Co gave birth to a hundred b/oys{ Lady Sao Cai
of the Tay to a hundred boys and girls, the Al Cai
Ua bird laid a hundred eggs that hatched into a
hundred children.

In the primitive family, the suckling and care of
children were the collective responsibility of all the

‘mothers in the clan. One still finds some collective

suckling in the rural areas: if a new-born baby is
orphaned or separated from its mother, it may be
nursed in turn by all mothers in the neighbourhood
until normal weaning age. There is no doubt that
the tradition of boundless maternal love dates back
to these times when any mother’s life was wholly
devoled to all the children of the community in her
charge,

Consistent with her role in the family, a woman
had the initiative and freedom to choose her mate

15



in marriage ; as borne out by the “Legend of Prin-
cess Tien Dzung and Chu Dong Tu”! The annals of
the Chinese early Han dynasty (2nd century B.C)
relate that: '
“It is the custom of the Lac Viet [Vietnamese]
people to organize weddings on the occasion of
the autumn festivals. Young people meet one
another at the festivals and get married, and
their parents have no right to interfere.”
In many popular songs of the minorities in Tay
Nguyen, it is the girl who makes the proposal of

marriage. This is still the custom among the Ede, ~

Jarai, Hre and Mnong ethnic groups. In certain
regions such as among the Sedang in Tay Nguyen,
there is a tradition that the betrothed woman
ambushes to “capture” her future husband.

When married the young woman remained with
her clan: her husband had to move to her home.
In a number of regions, this custom survived the
establishment of private marriage which ordained
that the woman had to change her home. In some
villages in Ha Tay and Ha Bac provinces (northern
Viet Nam) the rule of residence in the wife’s home
after marriage is still applied. The bride stays only
one night at her husband’s house, with some of her
friends. A few months, even a few years, after, the
bridegroom’s family has to organize a “return cere-
mony” to get her back. This custom is a survival of
matriarchal marriage. Among the Lo Lo and :che

1. See appendices.
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Laga, ethnic minorities of Tuyen Quang province
(northern Viet Nam), the husband has to take his
wife’s family name.

Another form of matriarchal marriage, the levi-
rate, was also practised for a long time in Viet Nam,
even after the feudal regime was solidly established.
However, in the 15th century, King Le Thanh Tong
of the Le dynasty wrote at the apogee of feudalism
in his “Leisure Time Wrifings Under Southern
Skies”: “The Man and the Lao (minorities of north-
ern Viet Nam) must strictly abide by the ethical
laws and respect traditions. When a man dies, it is
forbidden for his child, brother, or nephew to marry
his wife nor his concubines.” The levirate was con-
demned by the feudalists, but it continued among
the Meo until the revolution. The annals of the La-=
ter Han (Ist century A.D.) make the point very
strongly that “the Lac Viet do not know the name
of their fathers and do not respect their marital
duties”. Among the Khang minority in Tay Bac
(northern Viet Nam) and the Cham, Ede, and Jarai
in Central Viet Nam, children bore their mothers’
family name until recently.

“Brooding”, another characteristic of matriarchy,
has changed form with time, but always marked the
predominance of women in the family. Under Chi-
nese feudal domination (1st century B.C. — 9th cen-
tury A.D.), Chinese historians wrote : “When a Lac
Viet woman has been delivered she leaves her bed
and her husband takes her place: like a confined

2Wv 17




woman, he has to observe certain restrictions in
his daily food and take care of the new-born baby.
“Over a thousand years have passed since then, but
as late as before the Revolution it was the practice
in a number of villages in northern and central Viet
Nam when the mother was suffering the pains of
childbirth, for the father to lie in bed and mime
acute pains so as to lessen those of his wife. Another
custom obliged him to climb up onto the roof of his
house: he had to run as many risks as his wife in
child-bed.

The maternai line remained dominant, even after
the abolition of matriarchy. For instance, the avun-
cular system gave maternal uncles full authority
over their nephews and nieces. The Van Kieu, an
ethnic minority of the Truong Son chain, keep up
the tradition of maternal uncles appropriating one
third of their nieces’ marriage gifts.

At social level, one always attributed the discov-
ery or the first use of anything vital for the collec-
tive welfare to the efforts and initiative of women.
A Tay legend gives Lady Sao Cai credit for discov-
ering fire: she took it from a blasted tree, put it
on hearth stones and was the first to cook rice with
it. In many regions Lady Fire, the genius of the
hearth, was worshipped in the form of an old wom-
an tending a perpetual fire and preparing meals
for the tribe on it. Likewise, it was the goddess of
carpentry who taught men to make saws with edges
like pineapple leaves, and to build houses and
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canoes. The whole tribe, bearing their mother’s
name, lived in the same cave or in small villages that
the popular songs of Tay Nguyen minorities describe
as rows of houses “as long as the vibrations of'
gongs”. Houses built behind each other, in order of
generation hark back to such villages. The oldest
woman, who was head of the family, took charge
of the main hearth, saw to the preparation of the
collective meals, gathered all the members of the
tribe together and shared food out to them, and as-
signed work to each of them. In Nghe An province,
there are numerous caves bearing women’s names :
Grotto of Lady Luong, Grotto of Lady Su...

Before the August Revolution (1945) it was a rule
among the ethnic groups of the plateaus of southern
Viet Nam that when a conflict broke out between
two tribes older women were chosen for their expe-
rience as “messengers of peace” for the job of
reconciliation. Women were likewise elected to deal
with the affairs of the community, to act as judges
and to preside over ceremonies. At a higher level,
they assumed national responsibilities. According to
a legend of the time of the Hung Kings, a border
conflict arose between the kingdom of Van Lang
and a neighbouring country. Each country appointed
a representative to meet and settle the question:
they were walking towards each ofher at the same
time and a border-stone would be set up at the place
where they met, Van Lang chose Lady Gia who was
a Very rapid marcher, and this resulted in the

19



frontier-mark being placed to the country’s adt¥an- (

tage, and the spot was thereafter called the Pass of
Lady Gia.

2. Culture and Religion

The importance of women in the cultural and
spiritual life of primitive Vietnamese society reflects
her position in social life. -

Bronze objects of the first millennium B.C., partic-
ularly daggers, are engraved with sihouettes of
women with their hair plaited at the back. The walls
of the Dong Noi caves, Hoa Binh province, are hung
with horned human heads which according to
archaeologists are heads of women who represented
hinds and heifers during prehistoric religious
ceremonies. Women and their activities have a privi-
leged place in primitive art. Women were not only
a source of inspiration for artists, but also seemed
to command the same respect in the field of heliefs
and religion, and this lasted for many generations.

Before the appearance of male idols, prehistoric
men worshipped goddesses and women-genii. The
sun and the moon for instance were two sisters who
“took their turns touring the world of human beings
to inspect their lives and work”. According to a folk
song, there was a group of goddesses or “godmothers”
that supervised births and the education of children:

“It is an old woman and thirteen maidens that
shape the ears and the eyes of the child.

Draw the eyebrows and the features of his face.
Teach him to cry, to smile, to suck, to eat, and

50

to crawl on all fours.
Protect his fontanel 1”.

The three Parques lived in hell, span and then cut
the thread of human life, but the Vietnamese “god-
mothers” took care of children. When the baby
smiled during his sleep it had to be his “godmothers”
teaching him to do so. When he fell he would come
to no harm since his “godmothers” were supporting
him. The Vietnamese practised the cult of those -
goddesses who looked after the health, happiness
and future of their children. When the baby was
one year old, a ceremony was held in honour of the
“godmothers”. The feast was composed of traditional
dishes made with crabs, snails, grilled rice pancakes
and rice flour bread and cake. The baby was placed
on a mat before the altar of the godmothérs so that
he might choose one of the toys there, his “god-
mothers” would guide him in his choice and thereby
decide his future. Should he choose a pen-brush,
he would be an educated man. Or a plane, he would
be a worker.

Goddesses and women-genii were very close to
the mortals, participated in daily life and dominated
the spiritual world as their human counterparts, the
heads of tribe and the heads of family, did in this
world. This worship of goddesses and women-genii
persisted until the epoch of patriarchy.

1. The fontanel is considered a vital spot that has to be
protected against the changing of temperatures and shocks
(traditional medicine):
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The cult of tutelary genii was introduced with the
advent of patriarchy. Celebrated men and benefac-
tors of the population were venerated after their
death as tutelary genii who, according to popular
belief, would protect people from dangers and mis-
fortunes. Each village had a temple to its tutelary
genius, access to which was forbidden to women.
But even in the heyday of feudalism, long after the
establishment of patriarchy, there were still a
number of temples in which people practised the
cult of tutelary women-genii whose exploits or
benevolence had made them immortal. In a temple
of a tutelary woman-genius there would be a sacred
palanquin with a hammock made of silk thread,
instead of the usual lacquered and gilded wooden
horse.

The influence of matriarchy is also felt in the
practice of Buddhism, which was introduced in Viet
Nam at the beginning of our era i.e. about two
thousand years ago. Some town and village pagodas
bear the names of female Buddhas: Pagoda of Lady
Dau (Mulberry) Pagoda of Lady Da (Stone), Pagoda
of Lady Tuong (the general). The sacred biography
preserved at the Pagoda of Lady Dau tells the story
of the female-Bodhisatva worshipped there:

“A poor young girl named Man saved her vil-
lage of floods by taming the waters. After her
death, she was given the title of Mother Bodhi-
satva and a pagoda was built in her honour.

The anniversary of her death, the 4th day of

the 4th (lunar) month was celebrated with the
same solemnity as the 8th day of the same
month, Buddha’s birthday.”

22

The invasion by the feudal Chinese led to religious
doctrines from China mixing with local beliefs. The
Three Temples religion, in spite of its Taoist origins,
incorporates elements of Vietnamese pantheism, in
which the world of divinities was similar to that of
human beings, but was presided over by three god-
desses, the Goddess of the Waters, the Goddess of
the Forests and the Goddess of the Heavens.

Matriarchy was deeply rooted in this land won
at such a price. Lady Au Co, Lady Nu Oa and Lady
Sao Cai symbolized these early women to whom we
attribute the “opening up of forests and carving out
of mountains” to build up the society and who made
an important contribution to family and social life.
They seem to have bequeathed their traditions of
labour and endurance to the generations of women
that followed and would continue their work.

II. The Division of Sociefy into Different
Classes and the Advent of Patriarchy

1. Role Réversal in the Family

The advent of patriarchy in Viet Nam coincides
with the later neolithic period, the time of the Hung
kings. The most ancient historical documents about
Viet Nam and the Chinese annals of the early Han
dynasty show that it was at the time of the Hung
Kings that the first indications appeared of the
division of Vietnamese society into different classes,
and the beginning of the patriarchal regime. The
legend of the Mountain Genie and the Water Genie
describes the marriage of princess Ngoc Hoa (Jade
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Flower) daughter of the last Hung King, with the
Mountain Genie in accordance with the rites of mo-
nogamy, including the bride movihg to the house of
her husband’s parents and obligatory marriage gifts,
the pricing of women characteristic in patriarchal
society. Certain survivals from this epoch show the
contempt for women which was characteristic of feu-
dalism and which took root in the customs of people
as a reaction to the former regime.

Every year, the population of Phu Dong village,
Gia Lam district, present-day Hanoi, commemorate
the child-hero Giong who under the reign of King
Hung the 6th drove away the An invaders coming
from the north. This took the form of a procession
of 28 young girls wearing military helmets and
multicoloured clothes representing the enemy. An-
cient cosmogony had it that women were the “female
principle” and the symbol of misfortune, so these
young girls represented a maleficent spirit and the
cowardice of the enemy.

However the echo of the past has not died entirely.
It remains chiefly in folk songs, tales and legends, as
evidenced by this plaint of a woman at having be-
come the private property of the husband under
patriarchy :

We all have to pay someone the debt of life.

But where formerly it was due to one’s wife,

today it is paid to one’s husband.

(Popular song)

The reversal of roles in the family when patriar-
chy was established did not prevent the survival and

24

continued observance of the ancient customs of the
matriarchal epoch during and even long after the
first centuries A. D.

2. Vestiges of a Centuries-Old Social Organization

According to légend Princess Ngoc Hoa remained
for a long time at her father’s home after her mar-
riage with the Mountain Genie. When the Genie came
and asked her to come to his home, she followed him
as far up as Mt Hy Cuong (Vinh Phu province);
then she stopped, burst into tears, and refused to go
any farther. The inhabitants of the surrounding
villages came and cheered her up with dances and
songs, and accompanied her to the marital dwelling.
Many centuries later, the “procession of the Genie
and the Princess” was still celebrated each year com-
memorating the return of Ngoc Hoa to her husband.
Another custom observed in Ha Bac, Ha Tay, "and
Vinh Phu provinces until the August Revolution
allowed the young wife to live at her parents’ for
some time. This is a survival of marriage customs
dating back to the time of the Hung Kings.

The Chinese feudal domination (1st-10th century
A. D) was unable to completely eradicate the ancient
forms of marriage and family life and they were
Mmaintained in spite of the imposition of Chinese
habits and customs, compulsory reforms decreed by
Chinese governors Tich Quang and Nham Dien, and
the tyrannical methods of To Dinh.
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Survivals of old customs were severely criticized
by the Chinese feudal historians.

“The Lac Viet do not bear the name of their
fathers and knew nothing about marital duties,”
(Annals of the later Han, 1st century A.D)

A report addressed by Chinese governor Tiet
Tong to his king, under the Wu dynasty (3rd cen-
tury A. D.), reveals that the inhabitants of certain
regions of Giao Chi were still practising an “ im-
moral custom” “when a man dies, his younger
brother may marry his wife. This deplorable cus-
tom survives from generation to generation, and the
interdictions imposed by the Chinese governors have
no effect at all”. (Annals of the Wu, 3rd cen-
tury A.D))

Marriage remained a free institution for a-long
time while feudalism was unable to impose the se-
verity of its rites on it. Children bore neither their
farther’s family name, nor their mother’s: they had
their own names. The father did not yet have the
arbitrary power of the omnipotent patriarch. Stu-
dies of ancient beliefs and religions practised in
Vinh Phu province (the cradle of the Vietnamese
people) the history of gods and goddesses worship-
ped in the temples of this province, and the analysis
of ancient rites and religious prohibitions, show that
under the Hung Kings women had an important role
in society and administered social activities. There
were temples in honour of the wives and the daugh-
ters of the Hung Kings, the mothers of heroes, the
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mothers of civilian and military mandarins who had
done good service to the king, the women-leaders
of ancient communities, women who had taught the
people agriculture, weaving, silkworm raising and
women who had participated in “ State affairs”.
Thus matriarchy still had a historical role during
this epoch.

Equality between the sexes remained a natural
social feature. Women assumed the role of heads of
the community on an equal footing with men. The
first Vietnamese insurrection that broke out in the
year 40 against the domination of the Han, was led
by two women, the Trung sisters, daughters of a
lac tuong (regional military commander). The elder
of the two, Trung Trac, replaced her husband at the
head of her community when he was killed by Chi-
nese governor To Dinh, and led an uprising against
the Chinese domination to “ pay her debt towards
the motherland and revenge her family ”. Generals,
regional lords, army commanders, men and women
all fought under the command of the two sisters.
Lac hau and lac tuong lords representing sixty-five
areas, symbolised by their citadels, united under
their banner. The heritage of such a regime that
lasted for many thousands of years, and during
which women’s abilities had been fostered and-their
prestige had grown, meant that there were other
talented women who joined the two Trung sisters
and drove away the invaders. All over northern
Viet Nam there are still temples dedicated to the
two sisters or to their women-captains, whose sacred

27



biographies ! preserved there relate their military
feats in service of the people. Lady Le Chan, for
instance, is even now worshipped at the Thi Nghe
temple in Haiphong as the founder of this town. She
organised the population in reclaiming and cultivat-
ing coastal heathland, and establishing the domain
of An Bien (Tranquil Coasts). When the insurrection
of the two Trung sisters broke out, she joined them
at the head of her army and became one of their
best generals.

Two centuries later, a young woman of Thanh
Hoa province, Trieu Trinh Nuong, organised an

“uprising with her elder brother against the rule of

the Wu feudalists. The brother has been forgotten
but the image of this young woman, advancing at
the head of her army on her elephant, exhorting
men and women to fight, has been immortalised by

the people as in this song:

- Sleep, my child, sleep,
Mummy is going to fetch water to wash the
gilded seat of the elephant.

Let’s climb the hill to watch Lady Trieu on her
elephant, beating the gong.
Let us fill brocade pouches, rose silk bags...

‘With betel for our husbands who are going
‘ to war.

(Folk song)

1. Biographies of well-known men and women and women
(workshipped like gods and goddesses) kept in temples
erected to their memory.
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Patriotism and national spirit drew the whole
nation into the struggle, but it was thanks to her
own fighting spirit and ability to command that
Lady Trieu was able to organise and lead an armed
uprising. Recently a bronze sword was discovered
on Mount Nua in Thanh Hoa province, where the
insurrection of Lady Trieu took place. The carving
on the handle of the sword shows a woman of the
Vietnamese aristocracy wearing a turban and sump-
tuous clothing. The sword dates back to the last
stage of the Dong Son culture (from the first cen-
tury B. C to the first century A. D.) Male figures of

“the same epoch have bare torsos and wear simple

loin-cloths. Thus women still played an important
role then and were respected and esteemed by so-
ciety both for their abilities and their functions.
According to the 5th century annals of Kouang
Tcheou (Chinese province close to Viet Nam), at
ceremonies to bless bronze drums, it was always a
young girl of the nobility who had the honour of
beating the first strokes on the drums with a long
gold or silver hairpin. The worship of goddesses
was still practised. The mother of the young. hero
Giong (the saviour of the country in the reign of
King Hung the 6th), the two Trung sisters, their
women-army commanders and Lady Trieu, were all
deified after their death. The four most ancient Viet-
namese temples were built in the first centuries of
the Christian era and dedicated to the cult of four
women : Lady Zau, Lady Dau, Lady Gian, and Lady
Tuong.
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Elements of matriarchy persisted till the 15th
century, and even till today, sometimes very faithful
to their original aspect. The period of transition to
patriarchy in Viet Nam extended beyond the prehis-
toric era, and the reversal of roles in the family,
the “great historic defeat of woman”, was therefore
less brutal than it could have been. This has had a
profound effect on the development of women down
through national history and has enabled them to
shake off their oppression and pursue the path
charted by their ancestors, in spite of the social
inequalities and injustices characteristic of a class
society.

B. TEN CENTURIES UNDER FEUDALISM

In 207 B.C. the kingdom of Au Lac was invaded
by the Chinese feudal lord Trieu Da and merged
with his own fief to form his kingdom. In 111 B.C.
the kingdom of Trieu Da was in its turn subjugated
by the Han feudalists, who defeated the other feudal
lords and unified China into a large empire. Viet
Nam fell under the yoke of the Han and suffered
the oppression of the Chinese domination for ten
centuries. During this ordeal, the Vietnamese people
fought a constant battle to safeguard their existence
as a nation and to reconquer their independence.

The Han feudalists applied a policy of systematic
assimilation, promulgating stringent measures to this
end, imposing the Confucian doctrine, and enforcing
Chinese regulations and rites so as to sinicize the
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people even in the fields of language and clothing.
This policy was pursued and developed by the con-
quering dynasties that followed the Tang, the Sung,
the Wu..., but in vain, because the Vietnamese peo-
ple remaiined united and kept their identity in spite
of the deep marks left by ten centuries of Chinese
domination. Their national spirit, steeled by succes-
sive armed insurrections;-was also strengthened by
the indomitable determination of a whole people
deeply attached to freedom and to their motherland.

Viet Nam’s invaders found a well-organized and
long-established society, and a developed bronze
civilisation of some age with marked national cha-
racteristics. Bronze drums, jewelry and tools all
testify to an advanced civilization. Thousands of
years of fierce struggle against nature had taught
the Vietnamese people to work together in order
to survive and they gradually developed into a
nation with much experience of struggle and an
undaunted national spirit.

Vietnamese women were intimately bound up with
the evolution of the people, and had contributed to
the emergence of this national spirit. The consid-
erable part they played in the common endeavours -
of the nation armed them for the struggle for the
right to live in feudal society.

. L Women’s Status under the Feudal Regime

In 939, Ngo Quyen drove away the Nam Han
and this ushered in the era of Vietnamese independ-
ence. The dynasties that succeeded Ngo Quyen
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consolidatéd this independence and strove to organ-
ize a feudal Stage on the Chinese model. Confu-

cianism, the ideological basis of Chinese feudalism,

became the national doctrine and the fundamental
ideological system of Vietnamese society from the
13th century onward. The organization of the State
as well as family and social relations were increas-
ingly influenced by it.

However, societal organisation in communes
which had lasted for over two thousand years, con-
tinued to develop, and the village communities —
solid social units whose members were all “relatives
and co-villagers” united by close family and social
ties — remained autonomous vis-a-vis the central
administration and were actually bastions of tradi-
tional Vietnamese customs and habits as well as
preserving Vietnamese national characteristics.
Edicts or laws which grossly encroached on tradi-
tions which had developed over the course of thou-
sands of years often remained dead letters in the
countryside. Whence we have this dictum: “The
King’s decrees bow to the village customs”. The
feudal State had to take this social reality into ac-
count and to adapt the political doctrines of Con-
- fucianism applied in China to it. Their policy towards
women paid special attention to these national cha-
racteristics. But the development of Vietnamese feu-
dalism could not be stopped, and gradually its
national character was reduced and a more and
" more rigorous and reactionary regime imposed on
the country.
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1. From the Code of the Ly Dynasty to the Hong
Duc Code

The 10th-century King Dinh Tién Hoang had
five queens crowned, as did his successor, King Le
Dai Hanh. In subsequent dynasties, there were even
more queens: Ly Thai To and Ly Thanh Tong had
nine each. Confucian historians sternly criticized
this practice as not conforming to the patriarchal
regime: “A king can maintain a numerous harem
but he can appoint only one queen as his legitimate
wife.” The first kings of feudal Viet Nam did not
abide by the laws observed in China at the same
epoch : for instance, the heir to the throne was not
necessarily the king’s eldest son, as in China, but
was chosen among the royal descendants for his
courage and abilities. Thus, Vietnamese feudalism
in its initial stage was influenced by the previous
social regime.

Vietnamese society, however, was a class society
which considered women inferior. Under the Ly
(11th century) the legal code allowed the requisition
of the wives and children of exiled persons; and
the royal concubines were burned at the death of
the King and the queen. Forced marriage became
the lot of women of the aristocracy as well as of
the popular strata. For reason of State Vietnamese
princesses under the Ly and the Tran were made to
marry the chiefs of minority tribes, these promising
in exchange their allegiance to the King. Princess
Huyen Tran (12th century) was exchanged for O
and Ly provinces (present-day Quang Binh and
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Quang Tri) belonging to the King of Champa. Poly-
gamy and the sale of wives and daughters were
allowed by law. The penal code of the Ly in 1042
forbade only the sale of male children 18 years of
age and older, the sale of daughters being a father’s
right. Concubinage became legal and the legitimate
wife, who was herself a subject of her husband, had
absolute power over her husband’s concubines.

However, these rites and decrees were not accept-
ed among the people so easily. Marriage remained
free, and according to the historian Le Trac (18th
century) :

“Matches between poor young people! were not
arranged through a go-between?; they chose their
husbands and wives freely.”

The practice of the bride remaining at her parents’
home was widespread until the 15th century. “At
that time (from the period of the Hung Kings to
the 15th century) marriages did not conform to the
prevailing rules. The bridegroom’s family had to
wait three or four years before they could celebrate
‘the return of the bride” (History of Viet Nam
through Excerpts, 18th century).

The Hong Duc code (15th century) granted women
the right to ownership of property on the same
footing as men. Articles 372 and 374 stipulated that

1. Young persons of the common people.

2. Intermediary personage, indispensable in feudal mar-
riages, ensuring the liaison between the two families.
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“wives have the same right to ownership as their
husbands. When a couple shared property, the wife
retained full rights over any property she had in-
herited from her own parents and over her dowry.
Common property was divided equally between
husband and wife. “Article No 387 gave both sons
and daughters inheritance rights. If there was no
son Article Ne 390 stipulated that the eldest daught-
er might inherit the “incense-and-fire property” ! to
ensure perpetuation of the cult of the family ances-
tors. When King Ly Hue Ton (11th century) retired
he left the throne to his daughter Phat Kim. The
court approved her investiture in as solemn a coro-
nation as if she had been a prince. She was the first
titular queen of Viet Nam, queen Ly Chieu Hoang.
Thus “if there is no son, the daughter will replace
him” (popular saying).

Many other facts about the social life of that
epoch testify to the rights of women being in pro-
portion to their important role in the family and in
society. In 1968, a series of legal papers dating back
to the 15th and 16th centuries were found in a cave
of Nui Che (Mt Ba Vi) in Ha Tay province. These are
bills of sale, bills of purchase, and mortgages, many
of them bearing women’s names under the finger-
prints: Mrs Vu Thi Duc, orphan girl Trinh Thi
Chau, Mrs Nguyen Thi Pha.. Women were evid-

1. Movable and immovable property — lands, ancestral
house, cult objects, altar to the ancestors— which the
eldest child of the eldest branch of a family inherited to
perpetuate the cult of ancestors.
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ently free to utilize, sell or offer their personal prop-
erty to pagodas as religious donations.! Women’s
names are often found engraved on the stelae of
ancient pagodas. The name of Mrs Do Thi Tinh was
engraved in 1331 in Sung Thien pagoda (Veneration
of the Good), Hai Hung province, when she offered
one of her fields to the pagoda. The inaugural ora-
tion engraved on a bell cast in the Ly dynasty, the
Big Bell of Van Ban (Clouds and Trees) pagoda, in
Do Son, Hai Phong, quotes among other names:
“Mr. Nguyen Nghe and Mrs. Chu Thi Trai offered
an orchard. Mr. Chu Lam and his sister, Mrs. Chu
Thi Trai offered a field...” (Chu Thi Trai thus offered
two presents, one with her husband which was
taken from their common property, one with her
brother, taken from her personal property).

The legal power of women allowed them to bring
a regional mandarin or functionary to court. In the
same cave of Nui Che, a petition was discovered
bearing the date “Second year of the reign of Thong
Nguyen, eleventh month, twenty-eighth day” (1523).
It was signed by a woman of the name of Nguyen
Thi Ninh who was suing a civil servant called Pham
Pho.

Royal annals and official history imbued with the
feudal spirit say almost nothing about the political

1. Personal property (land, houses, money, jewelry) was
offered to pagodas to finance the cult of Buddha, ensure
the upkeep of pagoda buildings; to contribute to the
casting of bells.. According to popular belief, these gifts
would bring eternal beatitude to the donors, whose names
are engraved on the stone stelae set up in these pagodas.
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and social activities of the women of that epoch, but
they mention the names of nationally renowned
women who were outstanding in their direction of
public affairs. The kings or the Ly dynasty (11th and
12th centuries) allowed princesses to attend royal
conferences with the high-ranking mandarins of the
Court and deal with State affairs. When King Dinh
Tien Hoang was assassinated in 979 his six-year-old
son succeeded him, but the court also crowned young
Queen Duong Van Nga as queen -mother and
regent to the child-king. When the Chinese Sung
feudalists heard this they sent an expeditionary
corps to Dai Co Viet (The Large Country of the
Viet!) in 980. The queen-mother entrusted the con-
duct of the national resistance to Le Hoan, a young
general who had great prestige among his soldiers,
and whom they wanted on the throne. In view of
the serious situation, Queen Duong Van Nga ceded
the throne to Le ‘Hoan before he went to war. She
convened the court and made him to put on the
regal robe to symbolise the step. The young military
chief became king, drove away the Sung and mar-
ried the queen, inaugurating the early Le dynasty
(980-1009). Official annals as well as historical
chronicles of subsequent periods, far from praising
the intelligence and the patriotism of the young
queen, did nothing but condemn her remarriage as
an act of infidelity to her dead husband and a seri-
ous infringement of the rule of the Three Obedien-

1. Name of Viet Nam under the reign of Dinh Tien
Hoang. ’
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ces L. But among the people, her merit was extolled

and her second marriage was qualified “a most suit-

able union between a beautiful woman and a ta-
lented man”. There remain to this day two temples
in Ninh Binh? erected in commemoration of the two
kings, Dinh Tién Hoang and Lé Hoan, and Queen
Duong Van Nga. The statue of the queen is in the
temple dedicated to Lé Hoan. The river running
through Ninh Binh after passing Hoa Lu (ancient
capital of Dai Viet) where legend has it that the
queen came to welcome the victorious general, is
called the river of Lady Van, an expression of the
people’s sympathy for a woman who acted counter
to the stringent prohibitions of feudalism.

Conditions for women in national independence
and sovereignty favoured the development of their
aptitude for directing public affairs and their capac-
ity for management. All agree on the great merits
and the good deeds of Queen Y Lan, wife of King
Ly Thanh Ton and mother of Ly Nhan Ton (11th
century). She was born of a poor family, but never
tried to conceal her modest origins ; she was a highly
appreciated collaborator of the king, her husband,
then of her son, in their efforts to unify the people.
The “Complete History of Viet Nam” (15th century)
tells us:

“...in 1069, King Ly Thanh Ton led an army to
the South to fight Champa which was launching

1. See page 43. -

2. The native province of both Dinh Tien Hoang and
Le Hoan.
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armed provocations at the frontier. The expedi-
tion failed at first and the king decided to pull
back his troops. On his way home, he heard
everywhere how the people praised the queen’s
good deeds while she replaced him during his
absence. Security reigned throughout his King-
dom and the queen was honoured as the Mer-
ciful Lady. The King was deeply moved, and
was heard to ecry out “The queen is only a
woman but has achieved great marvels. What
have I done myself, I a man? “He turned his
troops round and marched on Champa again and
vanquished it this time.” ’

“ . One day in 1117, Queen-Mother Linh Nhan'
told her son, King Ly Nhan Ton “Buffalo steal-
ing is causing the peasants great hardships.
Many families have only one buffalo between
them for ploughing and harrowing. I have
already brought this fact to your knowledge.
Moreover, although the killing of buffaloes has
been forbidden by the Court, the number of
animals slaughtered continues increasing.”
Thereafter, King Ly Nhan Ton decreed that “He
who kills a buffalo shall be punished by 80
strokes of the stick and condemned to hard labour
in the army, his wife shall also have 80 strokes
of the stick and be condemned to hard labour
rearing silk worms. Those neighbours who are
aware of the crime and fail to denounce it
shall be subjected to 80 strokes of the stick...”

1. Queen Y Lan was made Queen-Mother Linh Nhan
at the death of King Ly Thanh Ton. )
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The Queen-Mother was the first woman of the
ruling classes to take action in favour of the unfor-
tunate young girls who were sold to rich families.
In 1108, she requested the King for enough money
from the royal funds to redeem these young girls
and marry them to poor young men or to widowers.

The patriarchal regime was a source of numerous
trials for women. However the still relatively fa-
vourable historical context enabled them to retain
their former role in many fields of activity. The
feudal regime had in its first stage to guarantee
women their legitimate rights. The Hong Duc code
dealt with the position of women in an exceptional
way for this epoch, giving the question a national
character. Article 307, for instance. defined the
responsibility of the husband for his wife: if he
abandoned her for five months (and there were no
children) or for one year (for couples having child-
ren), the wife would be entitled to ask for divorce.
Article 321 allowed a woman to divorce if her
husband had abandoned her, if he was mentally
de‘ranged or if he was leprous...

Nevertheless, the Hong Duc code remains above
all an institution created at the apogee of Viet-
namese feudalism and designed to maintain this
regime and preserve the privileges of the feudal
caste. In the main it bolstered the supremacy of
patriarchy; it was based on monarchy as a state
system and on the Confucian doctrine as its ideolog-
ical instrument. It was inevitable that it should
contain contradictions with regard to the position of
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women as it marked the transition from feudalism
with markedly national characteristics to a period
in which a backward and reactionary policy vis-a-
vis women was applied primarily. While it reflected
recognition by the new regime of existing realities,
i. e. that women played a real role in society, it
constituted a manifesto disfavouring women and
foreshadowed their enslavement and oppression by
the dominant feudal class.

2. The Development of Confucianism

The introduction and popularization of Confucian-
ism were carried out at an accelerated rate by the
successive dynasties, from the Ly in the 11th cen-
tury to the Nguyen in the 19th century. All teaching
and education, the organization of selective examina-
tions to recruit functionnaries, the officialdom of the
regime, and intense, detailed propaganda work
spread the basic tenets of this doctrine, including
contempt for women, which gradually permeated
the various strata of society, first and foremost the
ruling class, i. e. the Vietnamese aristocracy. A legal
system was established to maintain and consolidate
the new social order. From the Ly to the Nguyen,
three different codes —the Code of the Ly (11th
century) the Hong Duc code (15th century), and the
Gia Long code (19th century)! were adopted, each
one more reactionary and anti-national than the last

1. The Gia Long code remained in force under French
colonial rule, until the 1945 August Revolution.
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and projecting more and more rigorous discrimina-
tion against women. '

The Vietnamese feudal class acted according to
strict principles and rules aimed at moulding docile
women and keeping them that way, without person-
ality, apathetic, true automatons subordinate to
their privileges. The principle that “ men are t‘o
be respected and women despised” was the basis
on which Confucianism and the feudal sociale organ-
ization introduced an arbitrary and unequal divi-
sion of labour: “Men live outside (in society), wom-
en inside the family”. Women had to do all
“ démestic " tasks, small agrarian tasks and other
productive occupations connected with ensuring the
livelihood of the family, and the innumerable and
harassing house chores. Moreover, mothers had to
bring up their children but had no claim whatsoever
on them. Confined within the family enclosure, their
lot was to do the manual work that society held in
contempt, while for men, the superior beings, was
reserved the noble and refined spiritual activity
worthy of those destined to assume leading roles.
Access to various social positions, political gather-
ings, collective entertainments... which women had
had for thousands of years, was forbidden to them
from then on.

In keeping with the Confucian precept that “wom-
en are difficult to educate”, men saw it as their
mission to bring them up in accordance with “ moral
principles . The doors of public and private schools
were closed to them, and women had no right to an
education. The whole patriarchal hierarchy, — no-
table persons, heads of family, fathers, uncles,
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brothers — brought them up very strictly right
from their early childhood. The principles involved
in this education stemmed from a subtle but power-
ful organization and brought strong moral pressure
to bear upon women. It can be summed up in the
two Dao, the two rules of life used as general prin-
ciples, the Four Virtues, and the Three Obediences.
The rule of the Four Virtues compelled women
to comply with a rigid faetitious propriety in behav-
iour, gesture, language, and facial expression. They
had to cultivate the particular qualities that were
required of them — frankness, modesty, politeness
and fidelity ; they had at the same time to learn how
to do all the domestic work and to see to the needs
of all members of their families. The rule of the
Three Obediences completed this education by bind-
ing women to their families and depriving them
of their rights: young girls had to obey their fa-
ther ; when women married they had to obey their
husbands ; widows had to respect the guidance of
their sons. So they remained legal minors all their
lives. These fundamental tenets of Confucianism
were the educational principles followed in public
and private schools where boys and young men
were prepared for their roles as patriarchs or heads
of families, where their future behaviour as hus-
bands and masters was inculcated into them.
Educational statutes were issued by successive
dynasties and they contained particular directives
concerning women. The 15th-century king Le Thanh
Ton promulgated not only the Hong Duc code, but
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the “ 24 points on education ” as well, nine of which
concerned women’s duties:
« _ Point 6: a guilty woman punished by her
parents or her husband must endeavour to cor-
rect herself. She must not flee away, nor dis-
honour feminine virtues...”
“ Point 7 : It is prohibited for a widow to accom-
modate young men for immoral purposes.”
“ Point 9: A childless widow shall remain in the
family of her husband and observe the rules of
mourning. She may not transfer the movable
and immovable property of the married couple
to her own parents’ ”.
“ Point 10: A married woman must obey her
husband. She must not boast of her riches and
hold him in contempt. If she fails to accomplish
her duties as a wife, her parents shall be
punished.”

In accordance with a royal decree, regional admin-
istrative authorities had to organize courses to ex-
plain these “ 24 points” to the population. In the
villages, the basic unit of social organization, “the
officials picked aged and virtuous men to discourse
on the royal ordinance ” “ Obeying these wise admo-
nitions, the inhabitants follow the path of the good,
and customs and habits will improve.”

The new “47-point edict” of the 17th century
further established these obscurantist and enslaving
tendencies. In the 19th century under the reaction-
ary regime of the Nguyen, the oppression of the
people, women especially, came to a head. Under the
reign of Minh Mang, the whole population of each
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village, men and women, old and young, had to
gather every month in the communal house to listen
to the agent of the administration explaining “ the -
King’s 10 commandments. ” !

A profusion of didactic works were published
from the 15th century on many of them, such as
“ Bducation in the family ” (15th century), had whole
chapters devoted to women. Specialized works with
such titles as “Education of Girls”, “Duties of Wom-
en and Girls”, educational songs and poems took
pains to illustrate the rules of the Four Virtues and
the Three Obediences, using the form and content
most suitable for each social stratum, from the com-
mon people to the aristocracy. Administrative sanc-
tions were enforced against any traditional customs
and habits which ran counter to the tenets of Con-
fucianism and the patriarchal regime.

According to a custom in Thanh Hoa, young men
and women got together at each traditional festival
to sing love songs while holding hands and looking
into each other’s eyes. In 1435, King Le Nhan Ton
went to Thanh Hoa. The young people had gathered
to sing in this way to welcome the king. A mandarin
of the royal suite, Dong Hanh Phat, remarked to
general Le Kha “This custom is intolerable. These
young people should not have sung such songs in

1. These compulsory educational meetings, as strange
and irritating as they were unpopular, were the cause
of much derision by the people whence this popular saying:
“As tasteless as listening to explanations of the ten
commandments.”
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front of His Majesty.” Le Kha prohibited the songs
on the spot.
To wipe out all traces of matriarchal marriage,

like the bride living at her mother’s after the mar- . (

riage, which was still popular, King Le Thanh Ton
issued the following order in 1470: “All marriages
must be decided on by intermediaries... then there
must be a betrothal ceremony', and then a wedding
proposal ceremony. Once these rites have been
“accomplished, an auspicious day will be chosen for
the welcoming of the bride (the principal ceremony
of a marriage). The next day, the latter must go to
greet her parents-in-law, and the third day, she must
go and prostrate herself before her husband’s ances-
tors’ altar. No one may diverge from these rites.”

Feudal tyranny also resorted to new laws to con~
fine women to the family dwelling and to deprive
them of all possibility of emancipation. Those wom-
en who were bold enough to trespass against the
imposed discipline were subjected to barbarous
chastisements. The wife was the private property of
the husband, and he had the legal right to punish
her if she should commit adultery. He might, for
example, tie her onto a raft and let her drift down
a river, or paste lime on her nape after cropping
her hair and walk her about the village... From the
Hong Duc code to the Gia Long code, articles depriv-

1. Ceremony in which wedding gifts were handed over
by the family of the future bridegroom. From that date
on, the girl was considered betrothed.
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ing women of their rights became more numerous
and more rigorous. First their rights to ownership
and inheritance were abrogated. All family property,
even the results of their own labour, belonged to
their fathers or their husbands. The Hong Duc code
at the beginning of the 15th century, still recognized
the women’s right to ownership, but at the end of
the Le dynasty (16th century) this right was a thing
of the past. “From the common people to the
Wise Men, everyone is grieved by this fact” the
scholars_ of the epoch grumbled, “our ancestors
should have assured their succession. If the eldest
branch has no male child, the younger branch as-
sumes the right to succeed in order to perpetuate the
line."A daughter should never inherit nor be entrust-
ed with the worship of ancestors” ! Because of
their economic and moral dependency, women were
deprived of their basic rights. Cruel practices en-
couraged by the feudal authorities banned them
from society and made them objects of contempt.
The conception that “women belong to the female
principle, a sign of evil and inferiority”, was grad-
ually made even worse by a backward and discrim-
inatory system of education to become the com-
plete arbitrary rule that women were bearers of
misfortune ‘and were impure beings. These ideas
acquired a social force in the course of time and
determined collective behaviour towards women. If
a man met a woman when leaving his house, he

1. Vu Trung Tuy But (Essays Written on Rainy Days)
by Pham Dinh Ho (19th century).
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would return home at once, because his day was
fated and he would only meet with failure in his
business. If he was a tradesman he would burn
votive objects to eliminate the baleful influence the

woman would have on the number of his customers. -

Women, impure beings, could not approach sacred:
places, and especially not the altars of ancestors
and the temples of tutelar genii. Women swallowed
their inferior role, their original sin, humbled them-
selves in their social and family relations, and con-
cealed themselves as much as possible. Sometimes,
even nowadays, in the countryside when a woman
meets a man on the way, she may instinctively step
aside to save him the mishap of “crossing a woman
at the outset”.

3. Slave and Commodity

“A hundred girls are not worth one boy”. This
saying had both economic as well as moral signifi-
cance : the male child ensures succession, he “brings”
his parents, in addition to the heritage, a daughter-
in-law, an extra work-hand for the family. Feeding
a daughter on the contrary, is an unprofitable
investment.

A daughter is the child of other people
Only a daughter-in-law is the true child of her
parents-in-law since they have bought her.

(Folk song)
Until the development of the agricultural cooper-
ative movement (1960), there were parents who

never taught their daughters the trade practised in
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their village community, lest they should divulge
the secret of the craft to other communities.
The village of Vong (outskirts of Hanoi) is well-
known throughout the country for its “com” (sticky
eighth-month rice harvested unripe, grilled and
lightly pounded with a pestle), but the preparation
of this rice was taught to daughters-in law only.

Mothers who bore many daughters would cry over
their misfortune : they were accused of being “fatal
mothers”, their husbands would take concubines and
might have male children by them, and the wives’
parents-in-law would repudiate them. The family
heritage which they had made a great contribution
to through their labour would pass beyond their
control. The life of a girl in her family followed her
condition. While a boy “devoted all his time to
reading, reciting poetry, preparing for exams, and
ensuring the family succession”, a girl had to “attend
to domestic work, now weaving, now embroidering”
(Folk song). When she is young, it is mainly she who
helps her mother ; when the latter becomes t00 old,
exhausted by long years of hard work, it is she who
will do all the domestic tasks and take her place in
agricultural and handicraft production. Although
she enriches the family by her labour she is not
considered a full member of it, because once mar-
ried she will live for ever in another family. This
constitutes an economic and financial loss for her
parents, which has to be redeemed, and they can
legitimately demand compensation for the pains
they have taken to bring her up and the cost of
feeding her. The wedding gifts originate from this
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attitude that the ycung woman is no more than a
piece of merchandise. In popular language, the words
for “marry” and “sell” often go together. The price
of a girl to be married is composed of three kinds of
exchange values : foodstufls (particularly sticky rice
and pork), utensils and clothes, and money. The Gia
Long code lists the marriage gifts prescribed for

various social classes, from common people to the

nobility. Among a number of ethnic minorities in
Tay Bac the bridegroom’s family had to furnish a
buffalo in exchange for the bride, the idea being
that the animal would replace her in production
work. The exchange was made between the bride’s
. parents — the true owners of the girl —and the
marriage-broker, the indispensable intermediary
stipulated in the marriage statutes. “A daughter sits
where her parents tell her to.” (popular saying). She
had to give them complete obedience and she was
tied the rest of her life to the man her parents chose
for her. If she resisted and refused to live with him,
she would be blamed for “abandoning her husband”
and was subject to humiliation until she yielded,
having no alternative but suicide. Formerly

“In Phuong Bang village, Ha Tay province,
every year at the Mid-Autumn festival (15th
day of the 8th lunar month) night watchers!
- would break into houses of the families of “girls
who had abandoned their husbands” They would

1. Night watchers were in charge of order and security
in the village.
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upset straw stacks, and climb all over the bins
of paddy looking for the fugitive. Should the
latter have hidden in a trunk, she and the box
would be brought out and the young woman
would be taken back to her parents-in-law’s by
force, exposed to abuse and beaten on the way.
In another region, the culprit would be taken
to the communal house, and judged by officials.
There, she would be terrified by an array of in-
struments of torture — sticks, whips and canes --
and subjected to the abuses of the gathering.
After such humiliation, she was taken back to
her husband’s.”

As for a married man, he could indulge in the
pleasures of an idle life.

All day long he drinks tea and liquor,

Smokes, and plays games for money.
(Folk song)

Now he has a wife at his service. It is she who
looks after his cld parents in his place. She takes
care of the children, from their birth to their mar-
riage ; and then she withdraws and leaves the deci-
sions to her husband. She busies herself with all
kinds of work, gets up early and sits up late at
night. She has the sole responsibility for providing
the whole family with everything they need, from
their daily meals to banquets on the ancestors’
anniversaries, from clothes for everyone in the fam-
ily to the personal taxes of the men. If her hus-
band was brutal or unfaithful, she would resign

51




herself to it because it was her fate. Legislation was
on the husband’s side, allowing him seven reasons
for repudiation of his wife:
Article 108 of the Gia Long code permitted the
husband and his family to repudiate the wife
without having to bring her to the mandarin,
if she committed one of these faults:

1. no male issue;

2. bad behaviour; ‘

3. failure to fulfil her duties towards her
parents-in-law ;

given to gossip;

theft ;

jealousy ;

disability.

If a legitimate wife ran away from the marital
family while her husband was alive, she would be
punished by 100 strokes of the rod and her husband
was empowered to sell her to another man. If she
ran away and remarried, she would be condemned
to strangulation, but reprieve was possible. In simi-
lar cases, a concubine would receive the same
punishment, with reduction of two degrees. A wife-
servant! who ran away would be returned to her
husband. Anyone affording refuge to the fugitive
or marrying her of his own free will would be
punished in the same way, in addition to having his
property confiscated. So the husband was able to
repudiate, at any moment and for no reason, his wife

R

1. The lowest-ranking kind of wife.
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who was already a victim at the mercy of his
strictly hierarchized family in which his aunts were
“more ferocious than the Wu pirates”!

The father-in-law is like the plumage of a phoenix,

The mother-in-law, a freshly lacquered and gilded
statue,?

The new bride, a basket for abuses.

(Folk song)

Mothers-in-law were traditionally cruel to their
daughters-in-law, over whom they had absolute
power. Ill-treated all their lives by their husbands’
families, they sometimes took out their revenge on
their daughters-in-law ; who would wield full power:
when their turns come. This endless succession of
misery was closely linked with the position of wom-
en whose horizons were limiteéd to the family en-
closure : they were cut off from social life and con-
demned to obscurantism.

Child marriage and polygamy increased women’s
ordeal, A father could give his daughter to the fam-
ily of his creditor, to acquit a debt, and she would
be married to a young boy whose family needed a

1. Name of the aggressors who invaded Viet Nam in
the 3rd century.

2. Ironical comparison: the father-in-law, the supreme
chief, is distant, inaccessible to his daughter-in-law and
as precious as a phoenix. The mother-in-law is mellow,
hypocritical and has a deceptive appearance like a statue
of baked clay.
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woriz-hand or to an old man in nced of a concubine
or a servant.
“What a miserable fate to be tied to an old man'!
When the couple go out, the wife is asked
“ Is he your father or your husband ?”

(Folk song)

Rich families used to find wives for their sons
when the latter were still boys, but this was really
a case of finding daughters-in-law for the families,
more like engaging a servant in exchange for a
sum paid to her family, who were always needy
in this sort of case. The girl came to live in the
new family and served her parents-in-law and her
husband, who was often only a child. She had to
lock after their affairs and devote all her strength
to working for them:

Your parents, avid for money, marry you to a

little boy,

Not for lack of young pretenders in the wvillage.

You have to let this small husband torment your

youth.

In the icy winter, he sleeps soundly and leaves

you alone.

(Folk song)

As the years went by, the great difference of age
between husband and wife become a tragedy for
the woman. She never knew the joy of conjugal
life and the happiness of maternity when young,
and when old, she would be relegated to the second
rank, abandoned by her young husband who would
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take other wives and have children by them. More-
over, she would be threatened with expulsion from
the family where she had been since her youth and
to whose enrichment she had greatly contributed
by her work during a major part of her life.

In Ha Tay, Vinh Phu and Ha Bac provinces, child
marriage survived for a long time. Betrothal of two
children by their families before their birth (pre-
natal marriage) or weddings of small children carri-
ed on the backs of grown-ups in the nuptial cortége
were not uncommon. It was always the woman
who bore the worst consequences of this situation,
both physically and morally.

Polygamy, at first a “privilege of the rich and
the aristocracy”, finally spread to all social strata.
“Talented men may take five wives and seven con-
cubines, but a virtuous woman may have only one
husband”. This precept was justified by the abso-
lute power of man in the patriarchal family, by his
economic interest in inheriting the ancestral patri-
mony and by his need for work-hands to enrich this
patrimony. Both legitimate wives and concubines
alike were but unpaid servants. The husband, for
his part, did not work, he only exploited the labour
of the many women under his control. The feudal
system tied at least two or three women to the yoke
of a single man keeping them in a constant state of
rivalry and jealousy of each other while maintain-
ing a moral and material discrimination among
them. Article 96 of the Gia Long code stipulated
that only the legitimate wife, the (wife) or ca
(principal wife) or chinh that (principal room) was
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entitled to call her husband phu (husband). The con-
cubine, thiep (small wife or le (second rank) or thu
that (anteroom) had to call her husband gia truong
(patriarch). The living conditions and the interests
of the wife and the concubine were also different.
Under Article 96 of the Gia Long code, a man who
lowered his legitimate wife to the rank of concubine
was punishable by 100 truong (strokes of the stick).
If the concubine was promoted to the rank of legi-
timate wife while the latter was still alive, the
husband was punished by 90 truong and had to
redress his crime. The legitimate wife had to mourn
the death of her parents-in-law for three years (the
same duration as for her husband), the concubine
for one year only. The legitimate wife’s son did not
have to mourn his father’s concubine but the latter
had to mourn the death of such a son for one
year. This discrimination created rivalry between
wife and concubine in their daily lives and caused
quarrels between them, which the husband had to
arbitrate in, and profited from. Everyone viewed this
situation as normal behaviour between “wives of the
same husband”. But the most humiliated and the
most. ill-treated was always the concubine.
Widows were victims of other trials, essentially
moral ones. The rule of the three Obediences bound
them to the families of their parents-in-law. They
were obliged by feudal law to live in economic
dependence, deprived of the right to own property.
If they got married again, they had to leave their
children and they forfeited their property. Article
76 of the Gia Long code allowed widows to use part

of their property for their own maintenance and
for bringing up their children. But they could not
use it as private property. When they died or got
married again, this portion of their property had to
be restituted either to their children, who were
placed under the guardianship of their paternal
uncles, or to the family of their husbands. The abso-
lute fidelity of the widow was much more profitable
to the patriarchal family: the hierarchic order, the
solid prop of the regime, would not then be dis-
turbed ; the political and moral prestige of patriar-
chy was safeguarded ; the ideological unity of the
members of the family, primarily the lineage of the
orphans, was maintained. From the economic point
of view this fidelity enabled the family of the de-
funct husband to continue to benefit from a per-
manent labour force and to keep the family property
intact. It is understandable that feudalism did its
ulmost to extol the examples of “faithful widows”.

In 1437, the Court praised Mrs. L&, a widow of
Quoc Oai (a district of Ha Tay province today).
Although she was still young, beautiful, and
childless, she remained in her late husband’s
family and ensured the worship of the family
ancestors until her death...

In 1456, the Court praised Mrs. Nguyen, a wi-
dow living in Nam Sach district, Thai Binh
province; after her husband’s death, she
remained faithful to his memory and behaved
irreproachably.

(History of Viet Nam through Excerpts,
18th century)
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In the reign of the Nguyen (19th century) the last
phase of feudalism which had then reached the peak
of reaction, the authorities issued royal certificates
of approval to “faithful widows”, composed of the
four characters : TIET HANH KHA PHONG (worthy
of praise for her faithfulness and virtues) on a long,
lacquered gilded plaque. The plaque was hung in
a place of honour in the principal room of the
house, to be admired by all.. However, a widow’s
energy ‘and interest in life were hardly reflected in
these customs :

I forget my sorrow only in sleep, awake to cry

over my fate, lost before.a choice between many
paths.

I have lost my property, I feel sorrow for my

children.

I think of my labour during all these years.

(Folk song)

Feudal laws, moral precepts and customs all
weighed heavily on women :
The willow bends in the storm,
What will become of my youth after three years
of mourning ?
(Folk song)

A thousand years of Confucian feudalism succeed-
ed in forging a tragic social reality which reflected
the nature of the regime, its juridical institutions
and its ideology, and was actively encouraged by
the patriarchal regime.

Feudalism has deeply affected the Vietnamese
people’s lives. It could not however blot out one
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reality : the long existence of a social organization
which women, as mistresses of society, had contri-
buted considerably to building and to maintaining
and the survival of certain traditions which an-
swered needs arising during the evolution of Viet-
namese society.

II. The Role of Women in the Family and their
Contribution to the Development of Society

1. Responsibility for the Family : a Historical Necessity

In ancient Vietnamese society, the small-produc-
tion agricultural economy necessitated intense ac-
tivity on the part of the basic social cells: the
patriarchal family. All adult members, men and
women, had to work indefatigably on their portion
of private land. Moreover, the cultivation of rice,
the basic crop in Viet Nam, required farm labourers.
in great numbers, patient, meticulous and versatile
workers for such time-consuming tasks as sowing,
transplanting, irrigating, harvesting and drying...
The cultivation of food plants, productive occupa-
tions, and cottage industry, which were all necessary
for a self-sufficient economy, were mainly the tasks
of women with their long experience. The Confucian
theory that: “Men live outside, women inside the
family” could be applied only among the ruling
class which was cut off from productive work and
in which men were engaged in social functions while
women were left with domestic tasks. From the 17th
century onwards, the development of feudal bureau-
cracy brought more and more parasites — scholars,
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mandarins, agents of the administration from
the village to the provincial level —into existence,
and in order to maintain them, women had to work
as much as men. Women constituted an important
productive force indispensable for society. They
controlled part of the social economy and their
contribution, although inconspicuous for two
thousand years and denied by the patriarchal regime,
ensured the continuity of their forbears’ traditions
of patient and courageous labour. '

On the other hand, thousands of men were per-
manently mobilized for irrigation works, the con-
struction of dams and citadels, the fighting of floods,
a familiar aspect of people’s lives.

The construction of dams in particular dates back
to prehistoric times. The miracle performed by the
god Tan Vien who raised the mountain as the water
tevel rose, is but an allegory of the immense work
accomplished by our forefathers at a time when
man was beginning to cope with natural calamities.
In 1108, a king of the Ly dynasty ordered the con-
struction of the Co Xa dyke to protect the capital
Thang Long (Hanoi today) from the Red River in
spate. In 1248, a king of the Tran dynasty had a
secondary dyke built right along the Thai Binh river
from its source to its mouth. The system of dykes,
great and small, along rivers was completed, in the
15th century, and ever since the preservation and
consolidation of dykes has been one of the primary
domestic political preoccupations of successive
reigns. The concentration of masculine labour for
this task of vital importance for the country was
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such that even students of the state university (Quoc
Tu Giam), who were all of aristocratic stock and
exempt from all civil work and corvees, also had to
do this compulsory service. A major part of the
masculine labour force was thereby lost to the coun-
tryside, and women had to replace the men somehow
in the fields.

More historical circumstances often required wom-
en to make up for their husbands’ absence. When
our forefathers founded the nation, they had to
struggle against nature and also wage a still fiercer
battle against foreign invasions. For a thousand
years under Chinese domination, continual in'sur-
rections kept most of the able-bodied men mobilized
in the ranks of the © soldiers of,a just cause ”. After
the recovery of independence, successive royal dy-
nasties adopted the motto “ Nam Chinh, Bac Chien”
(wage war in the South and do battle in the North):
foreign invasion was a permanent threat to the
survival of the people both in the North and the
South. In wartime, men had to leave their land for
the front. In peacetime, considerable numbers of
troops were kept under the colours by the State,
a permanent army was mobilized and kgpt combat-
ready. As a result of the traditional policy of keep-
ing “ the whole people under arms” the young men
of the village had to take it in turns to do three
years’ compulsory military service.

In 1285, the Mongols invaded our country. All
lords and military chiefs assembled their troops at
the national conference of Van Kiep (Hai Duong at
present) and organized the resistance. The sons of
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Generalissimo Tran Hung Dao, the supreme military
commander of the country, arrived at the conference
at the head of the contingent of 200,000 inhabitants
of their fiefs covering the regions of Hai Hung,
Quang Ninh, and Ha Bac of today (in the north-
eastern part of Viet Nam). King Tran Thai Ton
declared : “The Region of Hoan Chau and Dién Chau!
can supply another 100,000 men” The population did
not exceed five or six million inhabitants at that
time, so almost all able-bodied men were mobilized
for the patriotic war.

From the 18th century on, continual peasant insur-
rections against the decadent feudal regime broke
out one after the other. Peasants in whole provinces,
fathers and sons together joined ranks of the rebels
in such densely populated regions of Viet Nam as
Hai Duong (Hai Hung today), Son Nam (Thai Binh
today), Bac Ninh (Ha Bac today).

Over the past thousand years of our history, men
were constantly obliged to leave their villages, fami-
lies, and land either to take up arms or to take
part in civil construction works or royal corvees.
The feudalist division of labour was not able to
influence these social and historical realities which
caused women to shoulder tasks far beyond the
domestic circle. Tales, folk songs, and annals bear
- witness to these hard times in which women had to
strive their utmost making their contribution. The
wife of a volunteer in the great Tay Son peasant
insurrection in the 18th century told her husband :

1, Thanh Hoa, Nghe An today.
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You follow the call of our Tay Son Lords
I will return to our fields and will take care of
our old mother.

(Folk song)

2. Participation in Production
a) Agriculture and Handicrafts

The ancient village festivals, essentially agricul-
tural in character, testify to the intense activity of
women in production.

In Dong Vi and Binh Dai villages, Vinh Phu
province, young people used to gather at the com-
munal house on the 4th and the 5th days of the first
lunar month for the Spring festival: young women
in men’s clothes and young men in women’s pushed
wooden ploughs and pulled straw buffaloes, othgrs
“sowed” handfuls of paddy chaff... This was‘thS
very ancient festival of “preliminary job training
and proved the equal participation of men and
women in work in the fields.

High fields and low fields

The husband ploughs, the wife transplants rice.

(Folk song)

This was a common scene in the countryside.

At the very beginning of our era, the Vietnamese
were already reaping two rice harvests per year,
thanks to intensive and patient farming, in whi.ch
women played no small part. The cultivation of rice
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in a tropical country with capricious weather
conditions — storms, floods, and droughts—is a
labour-consuming and strenuous work. Immense
expanses of fields and the silhouettes of Vietnamese
peasant women, bent under the scorching sun trans-
planting rice or leg-deep in cold mud irrigating their
paddy fields in winter, have been associated with
each other for thousands of years. Folk songs about
work on the fieds consist mainly of women’s con-
fidences often of their pride in their work.

A good harvest is due to good fertilizers,

To my mud-stained hands, and to my feet worn
out by work.

While in other Asian countries, women are not
allowed to engage in production work and play no
part in economic life, in Viet Nam, the equality of
women in work, which ensures them some position
in society, originates from a centuries-old tradition
and from social and historical necessity. Thanks to
their courage, patience, and initiative, major qualities
they have had from time immemorial, they have
succeeded in shouldering both production work and
responsibility for the family. It was thanks to their
efforts that progress was made in changing and
multiplying crops. In the 18th century, Vietnamese
peasants already were harvesting four crops per
year and with good seeds increased the quality and
the productivity of their rice-growing. Besides the
cultivation of rice, our women grew other food
plants and flowers, reared silk-worms, wove fabrics,
made paper... and assumed the major part of the
work involved in Vietnamese traditional handicrafts.
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According to the annals of the Han dynasty, “the
Lac Viet girls grow mulberry, rear silk worms,
weave silk and cloth”. Archaeological research at
Phung Nguyen (Vinh Phu province) and Thieu
Duong (Thanh Hoa province) has brought to light
spinning wheels made of baked clay dating back to
the first century A.D. and even the first century B.C.
This discovery proves that weaving was practised
even in ancient times. Likewise, whereas in other
Far-eastern countries only two batches of silk
worms are reared per year, in Viet Nam, from Phong
Chau (Ha Tay province) to Lam Ap (Quang Binh
province), eight were obtained. Almost all Chinese
historical or literary works of that epoch spoke of
this performance, for instance “The Rhythmical
Prose of Tam Do”, “The Principal Trades of the
People”, “Plants and Trees of the South”... Until
the 17th century, silk, satin, gauze and crepe were
well-known export products and objects of tribute
paid to Chinese kings. Cloth made in Giao Chi with
banana and bamboo fibres had been exported since
the third century.

Weaving remained a specifically feminine occupa-
tion and was one of women’s “family duties” from
childhood. Its importance transcended the confines
of the family in being useful to society as a whole.
There were weaver villages whose special cloths
were known throughout the country, such as Truc
silk (Ha Tay province), Buoi satin (suburb of Ha
Noi), and the white linen of Dong Lam (Ha Tay
province)... In the 11th century, the kings of the Ly
dynasty decided to stop imports of brocade from
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concubines met demands.
b) Commerce

Under feudalism, traders had the lowest social
rank, coming after craftsmenl Men who did not
aim at becoming scholars worked on the land, com-
merce being left to women. The exchange of goods
between village communities, between rural areas
and provincial towns or the capital, the small trade
indispensable in a self-sufficient economy, was done
by women : the seclusion imposed on women official-
ly had to give way to economic necessity. The
circulation of goods, which was instrumental to
development of the agricultural society, was even-
tually taken over by women :

My beauty, you buy thread and sell silk ;
You buy where the Bo river has its source and

sell at the mouth of the Thao? -

The district market is held four times a month,
I am looking forward to these four days to meet
the beautiful trades-woman and to ask for her

hand. 3

(Folk song)

Western traders began to come in great numbers
to Viet Nam in the 17th century. They were attract-
ed by the country’s agricultural and forest products,

1. There were traditionally four social categories:
scholars, farmers, craftsmen, and traders. in that order.

2. The Bo river waters Hoa Binh province. The Thao
river is a tributary of the Red river and waters Vinh Phu
province,
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China as Vietnamese brocade woven by the court

by its traditional handicrafts, objects in chased silver,
embroidery and textiles... The Vietnamese supplied
them with these products and bought manufactured
consumer goods from them, thus establishing the
first commercial ties between Viet Nam and the
West. The. reports of western missionaries and
travellers, such as Kiffler, John Barrow, Christofo
Borri, who came to Viet Nam in the 17th and the
18th centuries, described Vietnamese women both as
good wives and kind mothers and as important
agents in such realms of the economy as agriculture,
handicrafts, and national commerce.

3. Ministers of the Interior

These numerous social occupations did not
divert women from their function as mothers and
house-keepers. On the contrary. And -this explains
their nickname “Ministers of the Interior”.

Confucian rites and conformism had little effect
on the traditional Vietnamese family ; real freedom
prevailed in the relationship between husband and
wife. Women were involved in the upkeep of the
family on the same footing as men. The popular
saying “husband’s property comes from wife’s
labour” underlines thé part played by women in
the accumulation of the family patrimony. Their
management and organizational abilities, their
ingenuity and their energy made them men’s
precious companions and devoted aids.

Amohg the ruling class, the wife managed the
family economy and spared the husband all material
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preoccupations. She brought up her children, attend-
ed to her parents-in-law, looked after her husband,
and replaced him when he was absent. Queen Y Lan
replaced King Ly Thanh Ton when he went on an
expedition against Champa. The heroine of the Chinh
Phu Ngam (Plaint of a Soldier’'s Wife)! “feeds her
parents-in-law and educates her small child alone”.
Women of the aristocracy, educated in the same tra-
ditions of devotion and courage, took charge of the
family in the absence of the “great pillar of the
household” — their husbands.

As for women of the common people, they had to
work with their husbands to feed their children. But
as their husbands were often conscripted into the
army, or for corvees or public works, they had to
struggle alone.

During this period, the agricultural economy
stagnated, development of the relations of production
were held back by the forces of production, and the
thoroughly conservative spirit of Confucianism
discouraged any tendency to progress. Vietnamese
society became increasingly impoverished by creep-
ing feudal decadence from the 16th century onwards.
In the countryside, the unchanging communal
organization remained closed to any innovative
elements. Women had to face innumerable difficul-
ties, particularly the peasant women who were

1. Literary work in Chinese characters by Dang Tran
Con, a scholar and writer of the 18th century, translated
inta nom (demotic characters) by the well-known poetess
Doan Thi Diem. The excellent translation became even
more famous than the original text.
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caught between communal and family duties. The
popular saying “to cut off the hem of one’s dress to
patch the shoulder” reflects their daily battle to
subsist on meagre incomes, poor annual harvests and
little profit from their productive labour. With
composure and perseverance, “alone, they row and
struggle against the waves” (popular saying). Anotliler
folk song depicts a farewell between a married
couple. The departing husband is deeply moved :

“You are going to be alone, your confinement
approaches

A son or a daughter will be born
I will not be at your side to share your pains.”

The women answers :
Son or daughter, I will get them a husband or
wife when they come of age;

You may leave with your mind ‘at rest, I'll take
care of everything.

(Folk song)

That the country was able to mobilise its children
for national salvation at decisive moments, that the
combatant could leave his home with his mind at
peace, must be c¢redited to those women who over-
came their sorrow and got on with their tasks as.
mothers and wives. The most beautiful folk songs,
the most moving tales extolled girls’ and wives’ love
for and the faithfulness to their sweethearts and
husbands, sentiments that separation could in no

way weaken:

69




Who would dare try to sweep away all the leaves
of the forest?

If one could, I would advise the wind not to shake
. the trees.

But the wind does shake the tree, its branches,
. and its leaves,

And tries to shake my heart too! But I do not
bend.

(Folk song)

In Lang Son there is a rock shaped like a woman
holding a child in her arms, her eyes looking to the
horizon. According to a legend many centuries old,
a woman once lived in that area, known as “young
To”. Her husband was away ; every evening the
young woman would climb the hill and stand there

holding her baby in her arms, waiting for her dear

one’s return. She waited there a long time and
gradually she was turned into stone, and she is still
waiting. It seems that long separation between cou-
ples and the faithfulness of the wives inspired our
fathers to call the rock Mt. Vong Phu (Woman wait-
ing for Her Husband). In a folk song which has
immortalized the story of young Mrs To, the writer
pities the fate of the young woman, and blames the
husband for failing to return:
In Dong Dang ! you find Ky Lua street,
The rock of young To and the pagoda of Tam
Thanh 2

1. A district of Lang Son.
2. Three well-known sights of Lang Son.
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Who is willing to go to Lang Son with me?

My beauty, I am sorry for the pains of those who
have brought you into this world.

As for you, liquor and feasting enticed you.

Drowned in your pleasures, you have forgotten ‘
the entreaties of your sweetheart.

The people sang the praises of women’s love and
fidelity, particularly their boundless maternal love
and their praiseworthy effort in bringing up their
children alone. A widower who looked after his
children was considered as abnormal as “a cock
bringing up its chicks”. According to another saying,
«The mother had to shoulder the entire responsibility
for the bad behaviour of her children”. Before enter-
ing the active life in the community, men were
always given their first lessons in ethics and social
conduct from their mothers. Character and personal-
ity were moulded in childhood in the family under
the vigilant eyes of the “Minister of the Interior”.

Both among the peasants and the ruling class,
mothers had many occasions to take their-husbands’
places in the course of history. A woman of the
aristocracy addressed her husband before his depar-
ture for the front like this:

I perform the function of a father and teach the
writings of the Wise to our child.” -

(Plaint of a Soldier’s Wife)

and here is the farewell of a peasant woman com-
forting her husband who has to leave:
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“You leave, and I return to our dwelling.
On my shoulders weighs the burden of caring for
our old mother and our baby from now on.
I don’t care at all that our meals will only consist
of salt and vegetables ; I don’t mind difficulties.
Go and keep up your fervent fighting spirit.”

(Folk song)

Mothers brought up their children in the family
trgdition, the cradle of the Vietnamese spirit, the
abiding guarantee of national characteristics, Faichers
had omnipotent moral power, and were distant and
stern masters; mothers were sympathetic confi-
dents, the closest advisers of their children and
res?lved all problems arising in connection with
their daily life, They took particular care of their
fiaughters whom they moulded after their own
image.

In the legend of little Giong, the hero’s. mother is
a Ropular figure who symbolises ancient social
re'ahty of Viet Nam. Mrs Giong ! suffered the greatest
misfortune ever to befall a mother. She gave birth
to a son, and alone she brought him up, until the
age of three. The baby could neither speak nor walk
T}'le country was threatened with invasion. On thé
King’s appeal, the child suddenly grew up, and his
first words to his mother were to tell her that he

wanted to go and fight the invaders. For the mother, -

1. According to a custom still existing in rural areas

a mother is called by the name of he ;
i " r first
it be a boy or a girl, st child, whether
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the sorrow of separation was mingled with the joy
of seeing her only child freed from his infirmity. She
prepared a meal for her son, who had now become
a giant. “Seven baskets of rice and a big jar of soused
eggplants”. Then, Mrs Giong led him to the iron
horse wrought for him by the local population. The
magic horse galloped away, and the hero annihilated
the enemy. He was a god sent from Heaven, and
there he returned after the victory. Before leaving
the earth, he came back once again to his village,
Phu Dong (Gia Lam district, Hanoi) to pay his re-
spects to his mother. Mrs Giong, a kind and devoted
mother, beloved and respected by her son whom
she had shown the way to save the fatherland, sym-
bolises Vietnamese mothers. There are famous and
honoured mothers in each generation, mothers who
mark their epoch. Mrs. Man Thien, mother of the
first national heroine Trung Trac, was the wife of a
military governor in Me Linh. Widowed early, she .
brought up her two daughters in the warrior tradi-
tions of her family. When her eldest daughter Trung
Trac organized an insurrection against the Chinese
governor To Dinh, she went about Ha Tay and Hung
Hoa provinces pleading her cause and exhorting the
governors and the population. to rise against the
Chinese domination. Her grave is in her native vil-
lage of Nam Nguyen (Ba Vi district, Ha Tay prov-
ince) and is still known by the local population as
“ Lady Mother’s grave.”

Nguyen Binh Khiem, a poet and thinker of the
16th century, was taught to write by his mother,
the daughter of a scholar who had been educated
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by her very cultured father. This woman educated
her son alone. Besides teaching him the writings of
the Wise, she introduced him to the Kinh Thai At,
a philosophy and astrology which was supposed to
enable the scholar to predict the destiny of society
and of individuals. Nguyen Binh Khiem became an
illustrious and unanimously respected scholar thanks
to his vast learning and deep knowledge and his
great virtues. .

“ It is the mother who creates the happiness and
shapes the morality of her children . For centuries,
neither efforts at assimilation, from the lst-century
Han to the 14th century Minh, nor various social up-
heavals were able to efface the national characteris-
tics of the Vietnamese people, and the credit for this
belongs in great part to Vietnamese mothers, who
have taken to heart the task of bringing up their
children accordifig to the traditions of their people.

4. The Defence of Cultural Traditions

Some Chinese governors tried to force the Giao
chi (Vietnamese) to speak Chinese and wear Chinese
dress, but our national language and dress still pre-
vailed after long years of occupation. The mother
tongue continued to be used in the family and in
community activities. The discovery at Yen Bai and
Thanh Hoa of women’s statues shows us that female
dress in those early days was composed of a gown,
a skirt and a turban. This dress varied according to
fashion in the course of centuries, but the traditional
national style remained fundamentally the same.
During village festivals, young girls in Ha Bac wore
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a skirt of coarse black silk and a chestnut or light-
brown silk gown over a short yellow silk coat whose
wide collar exposed the upper part of an orange
bodice. The gown was kept in place by a long belt
of green silk tied in two knots. In many villages old
women still wear the traditional gowns and skirts.
This national dress survived several attempts to
eliminate it. In the 14th century, Chinese governor
Chang Fu made a concerted effort to destroy Viet-
namese culture. Literary and scientific books were
seized, talented men deported to China; women
were forced to wear Chinese dress. Four centuries
later, a Vietnamese king, Minh Menh imitated the
Chinese ruler and forced his people to adopt Manchu-
style dress, and decreed that Vietnamese women
from North to South should replace the traditional
skirt by Chinese-style trousers.

In this eighth month, a royal decree is issued.
Forbidding women to wear bottomless trousers !
And great is our embarrassment.
If we stay at home, there will be few people at
. the market.
Buf how can we strip our husbands of their
trousers to put them on and go out ?

(Popular song)

The reaction to the arbitrary measure went much
further than the biting irony of such songs: an ob-
stinate struggle was waged against the ridiculous
interdiction which led to unspeakable abuses and
went against deep-rooted aesthetic sensibility :

1. Meaning skirts.



— Fair young lady, who has dyed your turban
' with that colour ?
It makes you look so beautiful and fills my heart
with love for you?

— Fair young lady with a green silk belt,
Who are you waiting for day and night behind
your window ?

(Popular song)

Many popular songs were composed by women
who were illiterate, and sought to express their
feelings in popular oral literature. Most of these
beautiful songs take their inspiration from the daily
work.

The crescent moon is scintillating, dancing in my

hands

Before, me the grass bends,

Women were looked down on in decadent feudal
society : they were the lowest-ranking members of
society. No wonder they were bitter,

I'm like a piece of rose-coloured silk

Floating in the thick of the market!

Into whose hands will I fall ?

During village festivals the young people partici-
pated in singing competitions, when songs composed
on the spot — sentimental in content — were sung,
and most often it was the women who were the
winners. There were amateur song groups all over
the country made up of women engaged in the same
trade. After the harvest, young people’s- gatherings
were organised in the villages, when the presence
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of those women’s song groups attracted a large
audience.

Dancing dates back to the 1st century BC : designs
on ancient drums show women making graceful
movements with their arms and bodies, as now seen
at cheo (Vietnamese popular theatre) performances.
In his “ History of the Vietnamese Theatre” the
15th-century scholar Luong The Vinh said that it
was a woman named Pham Thi Tran, a native of
the present Hai Hung province, who created the
cheo. She was a beautiful and talented dancer and
singer living under the Dinh dynasty in the 10th
century, and she was invited to the Court of King
Dinh Tien Hoang to teach music, singing and dancing
to members of the army ensembles. She was called
Huyen Nu (the musician) or Ba (the artist) by her
contemporaries. The period from the 10th to the
15th century saw the apogee of Vietnamese art and
literature. The stone stele erected in 1121 in the Doi
pagoda (present Nam Ha province) bears this inscrip-
tion: “ ... Under the reign of Le Thanh Ton (1072-
1127), the royal music and dance ensembles included
fairy-like girls who danced most gracefully on the
steps before the royal palace...” In the 13th century,
an envoy of the Chinese emperor, Tran Trung Cuong,
who attended a theatrical performance at the Viet-
namese King’s palace wrote: ..“An orchestra of
ten men and ten women play the zither, the one-
stringed guitar, the guitar and sing traditional
songs...” (Mission to Giao Chau). Wooden sculptures
in pagodas, communal houses and palaces dating from
the Ly and Tran dynasties, vestiges of which are
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found in Nam Ha, Hai Hung and "Yen Bai provinces,
are often of young women —royal concubines or
amateur popular artists — performing the ancient
“ Flower-offering Dance ” and playing various mu-
sical instruments. Later, in the 18th century, histo-
rian Pham Dinh Ho mentioned in his “ Essays
Written on Rainy Days” the principal musical ins-
truments many of which were usually only played
by women, such as the flute, the 16-string zither,
and the moon-shaped lute.

Cultural recreation was a necessity after the day’s _

work, especially after the harvest, Many of the
popular amateur artists were young women who

performed for their relatives and village folk on E
stages set up in the courtyard of the communal

house. There, actors and spectators collaborated to

create, improvise cheo dramas, dance steps and songs 3

according to their own taste and inspiration. This

cultural heritage of the people has been preserved, 1
improved, and saved from the ravages of aggressions %
and foreign influence, and in this women have played 3}
an important role. In our day, old women in Ha Bac,
Ha Tay, Vinh Phu can still recite whole ancient l;
cheo plays or anonymous novels in verse. Many of »;
them still remember very old songs. They have con-
tributed much to the study of our folklore and other "

vestiges of ancient national culture.

Few women could read and write ; those that did
were a few exceptional cases — a teacher’s daughter
who might secretly learn the “ characters of wise §
men ”, or the daughter of a non-conformist scholar. -3
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And yet there have always been good women au-
thors: Ngo Chi Lan (15th century), Ho Xuan Huong,
Doan Thi Diem (18th century) Thanh Quan (19th
century). Women-mandarin titles were created in
the 13th century. Women who excelled in scholarly
literature, in the study on Writings of Wise Men, and
in Nom, script of the national language, were invited
to the Court to teach the princesses, the Queen’s
attendants and the King’s concubines. The regime
forbade women to take part in examinations, and
highly educated and talented women like Ngo Chi
Lan, Doan Thi Diem, founded schools attended by
thousands of men students, many of whom obtained
high academic degrees and became Court mandarins.

However, Confucian feudalism accorded women
only an insignificant role, not commensurate with
the part they were actually contributing in society.

III. The struggle for Liberation and Social
Progress. '

1. Participation in Armed Struggle

For two thousand years, Viet Nam was in an
almost permanent state of war: not a century went
by that was not marked by a popular patriotic war
against foreign aggressors. Wives remained in the
rear, loyal to their husbands gone to the front, de-
voted to their families and cursing the enemy — this
i a familiar theme of both popular tales and songs
and of scholarly literature.

My love, go and fulfil your duty,
I'll take charge of our home, now empty.
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Woe to the invaders, those cursed pirates,

Who force me to carry supplies.
I’'ve been north and west,
Bringing food to my husband,
And now to my children.

But the sadness of separation, solitude and the
daily worries were nothing in comparison with the
miseries brought by the aggressors.

« . In the 13th century, the Mongols invaded
Viet Nam, broke into Thang Long, the capital, and
attacked the population, mostly women and children.

«  In the 15th century, seeking a pretext to at-
tack Viet Nam, the Chinese Ming feudalists demand-
ed that the King supply girls for their harems. This
request being flatly rejected they sent a large army
to massacre the population of the capital and seize

young women. They conquered Viet Nam in 1494, -

and forced Vietnamese women to plait their hair
and wear Chinese-style jackets and trousers. Gover-
nor Chang Fu, notorious for his cruelty, had a large
number of girls seized to be put at his service
in China.

« In the 18th century, the Ching feudalists of
China invaded Viet Nam, under pretext of bringing
assistance to King Le Chieu Thong who had been
dethroned during the great Tay Son insurrection.
With the cooperation of Vietnamese traitors, they
massacred the insurgents. Women rebels were taken
to the market place where they were tied up and
disembowelled...”
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Humiliation, terror, dispersal of their family and
threats to their lives soon brought home to Vietnam-
ese women the fact that “if the country is invaded
by the enemy, the family will be destroyed.” The
destruction of the country by a much more powerful
enemy was a constant threat of the times.

The popular saying “when the enemy comes, wom-
en also must fight”’, probably dates from when the
country’s existence was threatened and when every
woman participated in the struggle to preserve the
family and the fatherland she loved, to save her
people from extinction, to “avenge her family, and
pay her debt to her country”. Since the early cen-
turies of our era the fighting woman has been a
familiar image.

The official annals of different dynasties as well
as the oral history of popular songs praise the ex-
ploits of the two Trung sisters, brilliant national
heroines who inaugurated Vietnamese women’s ira-
ditions of struggle against the invader. In his “Com-
plete History of the Great Viet Country”, the first
Vietnamese historical work, completed in 1272, Le
Van Huu, remarked: “Trung Trac and Trung Nhi
were women. Yet, the province of Cuu Chan, Nhat
Nam, ! Hop Pho? and sixty citadels responded to
their call. With this wide support, they proclaimed
themselves queens 3 and founded a kingdom”.

1. Present-day Thanh Hoa, Nghe Tinh.

2. Now Kwang Si province, formerly part of Nam Viet’s
territory.

3. Literally : woman sovereign.
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Even the envoys of Chinese emperors praised
these two women who were considered by their
sovereigns as “barbarous rebels”. The author of the

Han Annals, for instance, said that the two Trung

sisters were “extremely brave women”, and that of
“Giao Chau Stories” wrote: “Trung Trac is a most
courageous woman’. Subsequent historians highly
praised Trieu Trinh Nuong “Dressed in a yellow
gown, with a gold pin through her hair, wearing
ivory shoes, she is always to be seen on her elephant,
in the front line.” Soldiers of the Wu feudalists
greatly admired her and called her the Queen.

It is easy to handle a spear, to attack a tiger
But facing the Queen, how difficult it is to fight!

Those women whose names went down in history
were both of common origins as well as from the
aristocracy. In 938, Ngo Quyen annihilated the Nam
Han fleet on the Bach Dang river: this decisive
victory which inaugurated the era of Viet Nam’s
independence was due to a stratagem of Duong Thi
Nhu Ngoc, Ngo Quyen’s wife. A daughter of a mili-
tary leader assassinated by a traitor, she married
an officer serving under her father and helped him
to continue the struggle against the enemy. In 1257,
Thoat Hoan, a Mongol general who was a son of
Gengis Khan, marched on the northwest of Viet
Nam at the head of a powerful army. In face of the
might and savagery of the aggressors, the Tran king
decided to withdraw his troops to the south. The
capital of Thang Long had to be evacuated. Tran Thi
Dung, wife of commander-in-chief Tran Thu Do,
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took charge of the evacuation of the royal family,
the concubines, the attendants and the children, the
families of civilian and military Court dignitaries.
She mobilized the population of the capital and dis-
tributed arms and ammunition taken from State
depots. When the Tran launched their first counter-
attack, Tran Thi Dung had these arms taken to the
front. When she died, she was awarded the title of
“Good and Noble Mother of the People” by the King.
Later, historian Ngo Si Lien remarked: “Our lady,
the mother of the people, is much to be praised for
assisting the Tran kings in carrying out their domes-
tic policy. Heaven has created her for the purpose
of founding the Tran dynasty.”

Ordinary women also contributed to the libera-
tion struggle:

“In the early 15th century, Viet Nam was occu-
pied by the Ming feudalists. The enemy built the
vast Co Dong citadel at Ngoc Chuc village, Y Yen
district, in present-day Nam Ha province on the
road linking Dong Do! with Tay Giai’ southern
capital of Viet Nam. A woman of Ngoc Chuc village,
Mrs Luong, kept an inn, by the citadel. Occupation
troops were attracted by good food as well as by
the beauty of the inn-keeper, and came to the place
every day. Through them, Mrs Luong got informa-
tion about the enemy forces, while her husband
secretly organized volunteers into a combat unit. At

1. Present-day Hanoi.
2. Present-day Thanh Hoa. Dong Do and Tay Giai were
names given by the Ming.
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that time, Le Loi headed an insurrection and liber- 3

ated a vast region stretching from Thanh Hoa to
Ha Tinh. Mrs. Luong braved many dangers to cross
enemy-occupied areas and soon reached the resist-
ance base where she reported to Le Loi on the ene-
my forces and suggested a plan of attack against
the Co Dong citadel. When Le Loi marched on
northern Viet Nam in his winter offensive, the in-
formation supplied by Mrs Luong made it possible
f<?r him to take the citadel without difficulty. After
his victory Le Loi held a meeting at Giang Vo (now
a Hanoi suburb) when those who had contributed to
the victory were given awards, and Mrs. Luong re-
f:eived the title of “Country Builder”. When she died
in 1432, Le Loi had a temple built in memory of the
heroine. In 1439, the temple was restored by King
Le Thanh Tong who also asked historian Le Tung
to write a biography of Lady Luong. Le Tung wrote
a poem.
“..A talented woman worthy of high praise
Whose combativity makes her as valuable as ten
thousand troops.
..In the history of Viet Nam
Her fame equals that of heroine Trung Vuong
In building this temple to her memory
We shall keep her image alive for more than a
thousand years.”
Thus, lower-class women — inn-keepers, boat-
women, songstresses — have made history through

their patriotism and their participation in the
struggle for national liberation. Many of them have
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been deified and worshipped as patron saints. Tem-
ples built in their memory include the Temple of
the Queen on the Bach Dang river, in memory of a
tea-seller who contributed to the great 1288 naval
victory, the Temple of the Two Princesses at the Da
Moi village, in memory of two young women who
lured two officers of the advance party of Mongol
troops into their boat and killed them, making it
possible for our troops to annihilate the enemy
forces on terrain unfamiliar to them; the temple in
memory of a boatwoman of Nhan Hue village (Ha
Tay province), who, together with her daughter,
helped Le Loi’s army in 1426 to cross a river on the
way to Tot Dong to attack Ming troops.

Popular oral literature often spoke of unknown
women who went through long resistance wars with
courage and patience and who remained calm when
their husbands, then their sons, left for the front,
although the men’s absence brought many hardships :

The distance is great, we are separated by
mountains and rivers

Mother has white hair, but I'm still young,
My love, share my sOTTOWS...

(Popular song)

These women did not shirk their responsibilities :
conjugal and family love strengthened by attach-
ment to the village community gave them the neces-
sary courage. The following lines are said to have
been composed by participants in the Insurrection
of the Trung Sisters (40-42 A.D) when a whole
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generation of women rose up against the foreign
aggressor.

For the sake of one’s husband, one must spare no

efforts
Although nobody has an iron body or skin as hard

as bronze.

f 2. The Struggle against Social Oppression

Exploitation and oppression of women was, as we
have seen, one of the characteristics of the feudal
regime. No wonder upper-class women also took part
in peasant insurrections. One of them who participat-

“ed in the Tay Son insurrection in the 18th century

became a legendary figure. Known as Lady Thieu
Pho!, Bui Thi Xuan was the wife of Tran Quang
Dieu, a Tay Son military leader. At the head of
5,000 men, she beat the Siamese invaders and the
Nguyen traitors in the South, and routed Trinh and
Le forces in the North. When Nguyen Anh assisted
by the French colonialists, defeated the Tay Son,
Bui Thi Xuan was captured; but even when
savagely tortured she refused to submit to the enemy.
She was condemned to be burnt at the stake, and
she cursed the traitors to her last breath. The
Nguyen destroyed all the work the Tay Son had
done in the economie, political and literary fields,
and even forbade people to make any mention of
the peasant insurrection. But people kept singing the
Song of Lady Thieu Pho in praise of Bui Thi Xuan,
the indomitable heroine.

1. One of the nine mandarinal grades in ancient China.

86

In the 18th and 19th centuries, the '.ferocimlxz
repression carried out by a decade?nt feuda‘hsm c}g;ldl
not check the spread of peasant msur.rec'nons.rl oh
uprising had eminent women stra‘teglsts atmokg .
participants, such as Cai Vang's wife who too }?r o
in an insurrection in the 19th century, an_d Q}lian o
wife who headed another insurrection in the sa

eriod.

’ Literature, particularly popular liter‘at'ure,‘ was ;1
tribune used by women to denounce mj.ustlc.et‘ar\;ls
oppression of which they were'the n’lalfl \tn:; 1thé
Realities of family and social 11f? cons.tltu e 1
content of songs, tales and satires in Whl‘Ch the re.za
nature of the “lords” was exposed, Confucian the(?rlis
bolstering inequality between the ‘sexes Were.;*e;]ec(;
ed, class and sex discrimination in t?le fan}1j?r anf
in society condemned.. The concubine, v1.ct1r1n ;)
polygamy and social oppression was particularly
severe in her verdict:

Night after night. Elder Sister { keeps the husband,

While in an alcove I sleep alone on a shabby

| reed mat!

i i : Hey
the morning she calls me s
Very early in e wes

ig’ ice the potatoes
repare the pig’s feed, slice
et up, prep and chop the vegetables!

(Popular song)

1., 2. The way the legitimate wife and the concubine
call each other.
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Many a poetic and dramatic work supported
women’s struggle. One subject in particular was an
inexhaustible source of inspiration : the oppressed,
humiliated woman whose intelligence and presence
of mind save her from the claws of feudal lords.

A pretty young widow is importuned by a village
chief, a scholar and a bonze! who want to make
love to her without compromising themselves ;
for, after all, she is only a widow, a weak, ne-
glected, despised creature in feudal society. Alone,
and without any assistance, the young woman
must resort to tricks to get rid of the three
individuals. She agrees to meet them at her
home, one after the other. Each of the three
men is so afraid of being caught that each time
there is a knock at the door, he quickly hides
himself. Thus, the first hides under a bed, the
second in a trunk and the third, in a large
basket hanging from the ceiling. All the three
are beaten black and blue by the neighbours
who, warned by the widow, break into the
house and take them by surprise. Then all
three are brought before the village assembly
and subjected to public censure.

This amusing story, by an anonymous author,
continues to be told or acted on the cheo stage, and
is still very popular. From the 18th century a period
of expanding peasant struggles meant that women’s

1. Three symbolic characters representing the three feudal
powers,
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writing no longer expressed moderate protests, but
outright accusations. The century of peasant insur-
rections saw the appearance of many anonymous
works in verse which reflect the social reality of
the time : the participation of women in the popular
revolt aimed at winning their right to a decent life.
The heroines were mostly women who did not
hesitate to smash the age-old feudal barriers to
defend their loved ones, their homes, their dignity.
Phuong Hoa (Fragrant Flower) took part in an
examination disguised as a man in place of her
husband who was unjustly imprisoned by a man-
darin. She exposed the misdeed of the latter after
passing the examination. Cuc Hoa (Chrysanthemum)
went to hell to complain to Diem Vuong (King of
Hell) of the cruel King Trang who had killed her
husband in order to get hold of her. There are also
stories of women who disregarded the precepts of the
Three Obediences and married the men they loved.
Ngoc Hoa (Jade Flower), daughter of a rich manda-
rin fell in love with a poor student, and her father
had to accept her choice. In the novel in verse Lady
Luu, a woman general, which appeared in the 18th
century, the main character symbolizes the deep
aspirations of women of the time: a young woman
“whose literary talent equals that of any scholar and
whose military skill surpasses that of the best
warrior” raised the banner of insurrection against the
cruel king and his courtiers. She overthrew the king,
ascended the throne, and founded a new kingdom...
The popular writers who wrote these novels made
real people the heroines of their stories. Phuong Hoa
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is worshipped in a temple at Ha Thanh (Thien Hoa
district, Thanh Hoa province). Tong Tran, the poor
student reduced to begging, whom the daughter of
a big landlord married despite her father’s opposi-
tion was the scholar Gau whose temple still stands
at An Cau (Mu Cu district, Hai Hung province). These
sung tales have been handed down from generation
to generation, loved and preserved by the people,
as they faithfully reflected their thoughts and aspi-
rations. People used to gather in the moonlight round
a story-teller, most often a woman, who recited or
sang whole novels to the accompaniment of a violin
or a one-string guitar, before a large audience com-
posed of people of all ages. The women were able
to identify with the story being retold ; and Phuong
Hoa, Cuc Hoa, characters who are both real and
imaginary, have thus survived on the lips of many
generations of women who found in the heroines a
faithful reflection of their life and their struggle.

3. The Burden of Feudal Institutions

This struggle by women was closely linked with
daily life, and helped restrict and weaken the
influence of Confucian feudalism and to preserve the
essential character of the Vietnamese people. By
struggling, women were able to ensure the continuity
. of traditions dating from time immemorial and
further enhance them during the last two thousand
years of our history.

However, Confucian feudalism — the reigning
ideology in feudal society — left imprints that, even
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in the present day, are difficult to remove. Indoctri-
nation with the precepts of the Three Obediences
and Four Virtues, all within the narrow framework
of patriarchal family, resigned women to their lot,
rendering them excessively diffident and submissive
towards men. Moreover, small-scale private produc-
tion failed to satisfy family needs and women, espec-
ially those born and brought up in poverty, had to
make parsimony a virtue. Daily preoccupations, and
petty calculations affected the feminine mind,
narrowing its horizon and thinking. In those days
women who devoted themselves to their husbands
and children could not be highly conscious of com-
munity interest, except when the existence of the
country was endangered. Discrimination between
women of different family ranks in patriarchal
society led to many conflicts in daily life, with scenes
of jealousy between the legitimate wife and the
concubines, cruelty by the mother-in-law towards
her daughters-in-law, rivalry between sisters-in-
law... These conflicts made women bitter. Deprived
of education for centuries, they were prisoners of
superstitions, and of ancient moral and religious
beliefs. Confucian feudalism thus limited women’s
contribution to social life and national struggles, and
consequently further aggravated the exploitation
and oppression of the people by the ruling class.
The history of Vietnamese women in the last
twenty centuries and especially since the establish-
ment of the patriarchal system and of Confucian
feudalism, has two closely linked aspects: women’s
daily life and their struggle. A life of misery and
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oppression, but also one of persevering and complex
struggle which testifies to powerful energy drawn
from the depths of the age-old soil of Viet Nam.

C. FRENCH COLONIZATION

In 1858, French warships pounded Da Nang,
launching a surprise attack against a weakened Viet
Nam then under the rule of the decaying Nguyen
regime.

' Women suffered most in the first days of aggres-
sion when the enemy sowed destruction and death
in different parts of the country. The “appeal to
struggle against the French” was very popular in
those days and denounced the aggressors’ atrocious
crimes :

“Look, everywhere the enemy is desecrating our
ancestors’ tombs, destroying our pagodas, and com-
mitting many other wicked crimes.

“Everywhere the enemy is burning down our
houses, raping our wives and daughters, behaving
like monsters”.

The unequal struggle between a small nation énd
one of the most mighty imperialist powers of the
time ended with the defeat of the Vietnamese
resistance, a defeat hastened by the treason of the
Nguyen Kings and the Court mandarins who were
anxious to preserve their privileges. Colonization

brought women many new hardships, and they
became the “slaves of slaves’. )
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I. New Forms of Exploitation

With their honeyed words — “preservation of
old traditions, respect for Viet Nam's ancestral
customs and usages”, the French colonialists were
only prolonging feudalism, adding new forms of
exploitation and oppression.

The granting of vast domains to French colonists
and their agents led to the expropriation of a large
number of peasants who became hired labourers on
their own land. Rents and heavy taxes reduced
peasants and other working people to utter misery.

Expropriated and indebted, they became cheap
labour for the colonialists’ factories, mines and
plantations. They were followed by their wives to
new places of work. The women’s movement had a
peasant character until its ranks were joined by
women workers and women of the bourgeoisie and
petty-bourgeoisie, which were new social classes
born from colonialist exploitation and the installa-
tion of the colonial apparatus. Like the old social
structures, feudal ideology was strongly shaken by
western civilization introduced by colonization.
Consciousness of the individual and of individual
freedom was budding among the bourgeoisie and the
petty-bourgeoisie of the towns directly exposed to
the influence of western thought. While these classes
did not go hungry, did not have to toil hard for a
living, they were nevertheless subjected to colonial-
ist and feudalist oppression. The “native woman”
suffered not only from discrimination as a woman,
but also from racial discrimination.
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“Everywhere she is exposed to brutalities. In
town, at home, in the market, in the countryside,
she was exposed to ill-treatment by the-administra-
tor, the officer, the gendarme, the customs officer,
the railway station employee. She was often called
con di (prostitute) or buzu (monkey) by Europeans.
Even at the central market of Saigon, supposed to
be a French city, the European guards did not hesi-

tate to use cudgel to beat native women to make
them move on 71

The Gia Long Code remained in force until 1931.
The colonial administration encouraged the publica-
tion of such books as “Women’s Education” and
“Women’s Duties” which taught precepts of the
Three Obediences and Four Virtues as in the three
pbreceding centuries.

In 1931, after crushing the revolutionary move-
ment in Nghe An and Ha Tinh provinces, the colo-
nial government attempted to appease the popular
movement of struggle for radical change in colonial
policy, promulgated the Tonkin Civil Code, to be
applied in Tonkin only (present North Viet Nam
minus the provinces of Thanh Hoa, Nghe An, Ha
Tinh). In 1936, the first volume of the Annam Civil

Code appeared (for Central Viet Nam), a replica of
the Tonkin code. '

“This codification work reflected an effort to leave
the fundamental structures of Vietnamese society
intact, while adapting them to the evolution of

1. Nguyen Ai Quoc: Le procés de la colonisation fran-
¢aise. (French Colonization on Trial).
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customs and the present social stage of the nati\.zes”.‘
No great change was to be expected, e?spec1ally
regarding the patriarchal regime, the man.lstay of
colonial administration. Subordination of. chllc.iren of
whatever age to their father was recognized in law.
With respect to marriage, article 76 marked some
slight progress in specifying that “the;cF)nsent <?f tl}fe
man and the woman is indispensable to a marma}ge )
but it is contradicted by the following a.rtlcle.
“Children — under age or of age—can In no
circumstances contract a marriage with‘out the co.n-
sent of their father and mother”. Thus in fact a girl
had no freedom of choice. Society was pushed sefrer—
al centuries backwards. With the advent of capital-
ism, money became more powerful than .e\.ler. Mar-
riage became a trading act, with the farn‘xh.es of t-he
future husband and wife openly bargaining w1'th
each other, and the price of the girl was” euphem1§—
tically called “the bride’s return money . Later, h1'n
the heyday of colonialism, many a mandarin used : is
paternal authority to offer his daughter to a superior
in order to be promoted. N
Polygamy was legal. Articles o'f the Tonkin (?1V11
Code specified that second-rank wives “owe obedien-
ce and respect to the legitimate wife”. On the one
hand, the law prescribed that “a husband canno;
marry a second-rank wife without the. consenF od
the legitimate wife”, on the other han(?, it recogmze—
that the husband had the role of “chief of the cOI;_
jugal union”. The married woman helq no .reslzm};] :
bility before the law. The wife’s subordination 1o
husband was the order of the day:
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Article 98: “The legitimate wife and/or the %

second-rank wife could bring an affair before the
courts, or enter into a contract, only with the
husband’s authorization.

“Any suit instituted by a legitimate wife or by
s?cond—rank wives without the husband’s authoriza-
tion could be annulled at the Tequest of the husband
or his heirs.”

Article 102: “The wife could not give away
rr}ortgage, or otherwise alienate or acquire property
either gratuitously or by purchase without her
husband’s cooperation or consent.”

A woman could engage in a trade only with her
husband’s explicit or tacit consent. If she abandoned

the conjugal home, her husband could sue for a
divorce,

Only the husband could manage the common
property. The wife can do it only if she is qualified
to represent the conjugal union.

A widow could enjoy only the profits arising from
her deceased husband’s property, the common
property, and her own property (usufruet).

Repudiation of one’s wife was forbidden. However
the husband could sue for g divorce in case of : ,

1. Adultery ;

2. Abandoning the conjugal home after injunction
to return to it.

Il"l case of divorce, the children remained with
their father, unless the tribunal ordered that all or

some of them should be kept by their mother or a
third person for the children’s good.

96

The new legislation meant that the condition of
women in all social strata remained unchanged.

1. In the Countryside

For nearly one hundred years of French coloniza-
tion, millions of peasants remained tied to the land-
lords’ ricefields. The feudal relations of production
based on the lease of thousands of parcels of land
and rent collection were encouraged by colonialism,
whose rule and exploitation in the countryside was
helped by the landlord class and an hierarchy of
local tyrants. The colonialists did not bother about
improvement of techniques and means of production,
and the peasants continued to work with tools exact-
ly like those used by their ancestors. Those who
were too poor to‘hire buffaloes replaced the animals
with their wives, and the men walked behind the
ploughs while the woman pulled them. The yield
was low and the poor harvests meant that little rice
was left after paying the rent, taxes and debts: “The
sickle hangs on the wall, and the (empty) rice pot is
put away” L In Cochinchina (part of Viet Nam
stretching from Bien Hoa southwards) the landlords
took 50 to 80 per cent of the crop as land rent, in
Tonkin (North Viet Nam) and Annam (Central Viet
Nam) it was 40 to 50 per cent. The “Indochina bud-
get” was founded mainly on taxes, which swelled
rapidly, from 38,362,000 piastres in 1912 to

1. Popular saying: i.e. little is left to support the family
after a ‘harvest.
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108,960,000 piastres in 1930. Each inhabitant had to
contribute on an average 8 piastres a year, or three-
fourths of the annual income of a peasant family.

The yearly collection of taxes was a real calamity

for every village. The harvest was hardly finished
when tax collectors, soldiers and village authorities

came to each house to demand prompt payment of ;,
taxes. Drums beat at the communal house, the

women ran about in the hamlets, borrowing money,
selling furniture and even young children dirt cheap,
to save their men from being arrested for failing to
pay their taxes.
From midnight, the drums beat,
Blood was shed in the communal yard, soldiers
appeared in the hamlets...1

The peasants were left destitute after each tax
collection. Yet, they had to find a way to support
their families. This lullaby singing a hungry child
sleep is a sorrowful plaint :

Sleep, my child, sleep,

Your mother is going to the hamlet

To borrow a handful of rice or some potatoes.
We eat what we can get in order to survive

Oh, my little one, when will fortune smile on us ?

(Popular song)

A mother sometimes had to sell her children to
keep them from starving :

1. From a poem by To Huu.
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Sleep my child, sleep
By boat, on the swelling river, I'm taking you
To the place shaded by the big banyan.
I can mo longer feed you, and I'm selling you
away.
(Popular song)

In the villages, backward customs and habits still
prevailed. The women were exploited and oppressed
by rich people and local officials, and fell victim to
social evils.

At the centre of Phuong Bang village (Ha Tay
province), an imposing 14th-century communal
house which is still standing recalls women’s darkest
days. In the past, the frequent festivities which took
place there were attended by men only. All the farm
work was done by women, while the men’s only
occupation was bird hunting. As the women could
not earn enough to meet all the men’s needs, many
had to sell their daughters. Polygamy was wide-
spread. People of all strata were proud of the
number of concubines they had.

Men were idle, living as parasites, ruling over
their families like omnipotent patriarchs. Ancient
feudal customs required women’s complete subjec-
tion to men.

Before the Revolution at Dinh Bang village (Ha
Bac province) a husband could punish his wife by
taking her to the market, with two pails in her hands,
and expose her to mockery. At Mai Phong (Ha Bac
province), when a daughter who had been married
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When she was still a child rebelled, her father would
tie her up before the altar of ancestors and swear
that he would kill the “rebel” if she refused to return
to her husband’s house.

Women’s sufferings were caused by backward
customs and superstitions as well as ignorance and
poverty.

' A woman in childbirth was regarded as being
impure and bringing bad luck. She had to keep
faway from the ancestral home and stayed in a hut
in a corner of the garden or a field outside the vil-
lage. She was allowed to return home seven days
after the birth of a boy, nine days after that of a
girl, after throwing a handful of salt up into the air
to drive away the demon. ‘

. Children were born in conditions completely lack-
ing hygiene, and grew up in a state of permanent
under-nourishment. Poverty, frequent bad harvests
superstitions, diseases were responsible for a higI;
mox:tality rate, which reached 60 per cent in some
regions, such as Ha Bac and Kien An provinces. A
peasant woman bore five to eight children on an
average but often only three or four survived
through childhood.

Ip the villages in the delta as in the mountainous
regions, everywhere one could see pale emaciated
women with sore red eyes. In a rural community
practically cut off from the outside world, women’s

time was fully taken up with household chores and

fa?m work. This daily routine left them no time to
think of the real causes of their sufferings. They
merely sought an escape in petty quarrels. These ne-
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gative aspects were to become obstacles in women’s
struggle for emancipation.

2. The First Women Workers

Colonial capitalism employed a large female
force. The number of women workers increased
rapidly, with the constant growth of investments by
the colonists.

In 1908, there were 6,687 women out of 15,308
workers in Tonkin factories. In 1912, the correspond-
ing figures were 7,500 and 17,000.

The “Tonkin Cotton Enterprise” established in
1900 employed 600 workers, mostly women. By 1937,
the number had risen to 14,000.

In 1939, at the Hong Gai— Dong Trieu coal-min-
ing enterprise, women made up 13.6 per cent of the
total number of miners. A year later the proportion
had risen to 20.2 per cent.

In the rubber plantations women made up 15 per
cent of the labour force. A woman worker was paid

-thirds of a man’s wage for the same work.

only two
one third of

A skilled woman worker received only
the wage of a man doing the same work.

In 1937, a workers’ Wages Study Council met in
Hanoi. There were over forty French and Vietnam-
ese delegates who met under the chairmanship of
Delsalle, Senior Resident of Tonkin. According to
the August 14, 1937 issue of the Vietnamese daily
Dong Phap (French Indochina), the Council came to
the following conclusions:

The daily minimum wages for an Annamite
(Vietnamese) worker were 25 cents :
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Rice 8 cents
Salt 4
Vegetables 4
Housing 3 _
Clothes 9
Medicines 3

1

Taxes cent

F .
e r(:1"11(:4h1e]se starvation wages, women had to toil 19
N Tan ;:;s (aN day. Vé\ Vietnamese periodical Phu:

ew omen’ . . "
Hong Gai miners’ lives in 19259 .ReVIeW) investigated

the trucks leavin
g at 4.30 for the coal f i
ace. i
at I:.EO,G they work until 11.00 am. ; thenef;z:nggg
:.Sec :nd.30 p.m. Back home at 9 or 10 p-m. they ta;kﬂ
g coond }Ilr(l)ia:S, th(;n g0 to bed at midnight. Working
a day, n
prematurer n ¥, no wonder many of them die
At iki
> tzhgoT;):km iotton Enterprise, women workers
: WOrk very early in the morni

f'—my rice they took with them they had to Zzllslﬁ;aftl}lld

all
Chicl)(\;vi;ia: Ok;l’:eak to breast feed their children. The
ramas en tak.en to the factory by its sister or
gran er to Wa?t by the barbed-wire fence. Th
er fed her child through the fence wh , the
su%(verlntendent was not looking. when the
Ther(;m‘f/n workers were often victims of accidents,
| as no work protection ; and many were

1. An { i
isle in Ha Long Bay where coal was mined
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buried alive when mine galleries collapsed, were
crushed by machines in factories or by falling trees

in rubber plantations
Day after day, pick on the shoulder, one climbs
the mountain,
It is only when one is back home, late in the

evening, that one can be certain of having
survived the day

(Popular :song)

For the colonial capitalists a “coolie’s” life was
worthless. One of them, Depré, Director of the Ton-
kin Cotton Enterprise, told striking miners: «... To
find 100 dogs is difficult, but I only have to raise
my little finger to have 1,000 coolies to replace you
all. »

A rigorous piecework system forced women to
overwork themselves. At the Hong Gai coal mines,
for instance, a woman worker was required to
transport 50 pha! of coal per day. Those who could
transport only 40 pha would not receive any pay-
ment. Besides ill treatment, fines and deductions
from wages, women workers were subjected to many
humiliations. They were frequently “teased” by
superintendents and foremen who behaved in a
most uncouth manner and extorted “favour” {rom
them. The more attractive women were often mo-
lested.

“At the Tonkin coal-mining enterprise, the work-
ers were searched by Indian watchmen on leaving

1, Measure unit equivalent to a basketload.
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the. worl:: .site. The latter took full advantage of
t.helr Posttion to humiliate the women. In the twen-
ties a violent strike broke out at the Mao Khe mine

after two women work
ers wer .
watchmen”, e raped by Indian

i fIln the towns, which were exposed to the diréct

Srlllffue{el(ci:e of colonization, middle-class women
er other forms “nati

martyedom of native  women’s

3. “Emancipated Women” of the Towns

o Vii?llt\)rr:;a'tlto}? thoroughly transformed the towns
e -+ there were new administrative organs
blic services, schools, factories, business enter-,

prises... all of which created a new social class of
(giovernment employees and workers, whose life noSv

epended completely on the omnipotent French
mastefrs. The establishment of the administrati
machine and the colonial army brought such thinVe
as f:abarets, dancing halls and brothels... In order tgs
‘Fraln a new generation of Vietnamese “attached t(c))
the mother country”, the colonial administration
opened a number of schools. In principle, girls wer
also a(.imitted to these schools, but in fact,these vvere
accessible only to daughters of well-to-do peo le
It v'vas. in these educational institutions that no’cigr:3 .
of individual freedom and individual rights wers
i)ropa_gated, but only insofar as they did not harnf
the-interests of the mother country”. It was there
———

1. Ngu en Al U
y [OC I roces de la COlOJleath’n
Q Le
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that young Vietnamese were gradually alienated
from ancient national traditions.

The traditional ethic was threatened by these new
notions. Many a moralistic writer expressed the
concern that Asian civilization and traditional moral
values would eventually disappear.

The precepts of the Three Obediences and Four
Virtues, these fundamental moral principles which
constituted the basis of traditional culture, were no -
longer sacred to women imbued with the new ideas —
“emancipated women” who were severely condemn-
ed by conservative moralists.

For the first time in Vietnamese history, there
were young women who did not lacquer their teeth
or wear traditional turbans. They spoke of individ-
ual freedom, freedom of marriage, of struggling
against family oppression and for equality with
men. This was the first generation of “city women”
educated in colonial schools whose primary aim was
“to conquer the minds of native women”!. This edu-
cation diverted them from the right path to libera-
tion, by setting them solely against the patriarchal

family and the feudal precepts. Their isolated de-
mands were ignored and this sometimes led them
to desperate acts. The patriarchal regime was
recognized by the law and supported by the colonial-
ists and it remained omnipotent. The feudal ideology
had been based on an economy of an agricultural and
small-production character, further bolstered by

1. C. Pretre — La femme et Uenfant au pays d’Annam
Asie frangaise, May 1912.



bourgeaois ideology. The “emancipated women” of
the towns could not liberate themselves from family
and marital oppression. Even those who became
“intellectuals” were still subjected to oppression and
sex discrimination, and of course, to the humiliations
of being members of a conquered nation.

Nguyen Ai Quoc described a scene in le Procés de
la colonisation francaise :

“A native woman teacher was taken to the pro-
vincial town and made to stand bare-headed under
a scorching sun”, ’

Many women could' see no solution to their con-
ditions, no support for their claims, and they sank
into passivity : many girls protested against the
marriages’ forced on them by their parents, by
drowning themselves ; women ill-treated by their
husbands committed suicide. In the twenties, these
suicides were much publicized by the press.

In the towns, which were more or less Europeani-
zed, the brightly-lit French quarter with modern

buildings was in stark contrast to the cramped dark

popular quarters with no tap water, full of sordid
slums where tens of thousands of workers and small
merchants lived. Beggars and prostitutes were vivid
images of the benefits of the kind of civilization
brought by the colonialists.

According to statistics published by the Vietnam-
ese language periodical Ich Huu (Useful Friend)
in its issue of December 15, 1937, “Hanoi has 270
geisha houses, 20 dancing halls, 15 licensed brothels

and dozens of clandestine brothels. The population .

being 100,000, the average of one prostitute for
every ten inhabitants is alarming. About 10,000
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women are engaged in legal prostitution, but there
are also many song girls, taxi-girls and bar hostesses
who prostitute themselves.”

Wounded dignity led Vietnamese women to grad-
ually become conscious of the fact that ip a coun-
try under foreign rule, they were the main victims
of oppression and exploitation.

1II. In the Combatants’ Ranks

Vietnamese women took an active part in the
struggle against colonialist domination, responding
to the traditional call: When the enemy comes,
women also must fight”. '

Our women had been kept in a state of ignorance
and backwardness for centuries, and they .now rose
up and participated in all armed insurrections. The
“rebels”, “women pirates”, as they were called by
the colonialists who did not hesitate to massacre
them ruthlessly, were venerated by the people.

From 1883 to 1885, a patriotic organization operat-
ing near Hanoi, the “Association of People devoted
to the Just Cause”, rallied as many as 5,000 mem-
bers. The president of the organization was a very
beautiful and clever woman called Nhu. Her h.us-
band Tu So led the activities of the organisation.
When he was assassinated by a traitor, Nhu replaced
him and led an operation during which the murder"er
was éaptured and punished. She cooperated w1t1?
resistance combatants of Me Tri village (a Hanm
suburb), many of whom were women, to win a
brilliant victory when a company of French and
puppet troops was routed, and thei.r commander, a
traitor named Dang Van Tai, was killed.
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She withdrew to Tuyen Quang afterwards where
she organized a resistance base. But her forces were
soon decimated in unequal battles, and in the end
she went into exile in Kwang Si provinee, in China,
choosing to die on foreign soil rather than to live
under French rule. ,

Other combatants upheld the best traditions of
Vietnamese women : military leader Khuy, daughter
of a leader of the Bai Say insurrection (Hung Yen,
1883-1892), took command of the rebel forces at the
death of her father, Can, the wife of the leader of the
Yen The insurrection (1883-1913), Hoang Hoa Tham,
captured by the enemy, chose deportation rather
than reddition. In the resistance bases which sprang
up everywhere from the North to the South, such
as those at Ba Dinh' (1886-1887), Huong Son? (1885-
1890), women engaged in propaganda work among
puppet troops, and won them over to the ranks of
the insurrection. They also organized a vast liaison
network in the country and abroad to acquire
weapons,

At the close of the 19th century, armed struggle
ceased with the country still under foreign rule. In
the early years of the 20th century under the infly-
ence of bourgeois revolutions in China and in Japan,
reformist revolutionary movements gained ground
in Viet Nam. Women promptly joined in the new
struggle. Many of them volunteered to propagate
“western science” and engaged in activities designed
to revive patriotic feelings and the national spirit.

1. Now Thanh Hoa province.
2. Present-day Nghe Tinh.
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Others went to all parts of the country from North
to South, exhorting the population to rise up and
fight, acquiring weapons, circulating revolutionary
documents.

Dinh was a liaison agent of the “Vietnam Resto-
ration Association”. With other patriotic women, she
organized a liaison network for resistance groups in

different parts of the country, transporting letters,

money and weapons. She was captured by the
French, and savagely tortured, but the enemy could
not extract any information from her. Before com-
mitting suicide, she wrote a poem on the wall of
her cell with her own blood :
In the land of golden streams!, I'll meet heroine
Trung Vuong.
I cry from regret, like a moaning moor hen.2
Let omnipotent Buddha bring me back to life

And give me one thousand hands to handle one
thousand rifles !

Attempts at reform were smothered by the
colonial administration. Many revolutionaries were
killed or deported, others died a slow death in pri-
sons. Women now devoted themselves more ardently
than ever to the cause of national liberation. But
their struggles did not succeed until the Party of
the Vietnamese working class was founded and put
them on the right path toward complete

emancipation.

1. In the world of the dead. ‘
2. Literary allusion: an exiled man got so homesick that

he was turned by Buddha into a moor-hen whose cry
sounds like the word “quoc” meaning “country”.
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Chapter 1/

WOMEN AND THE REVOLUTION

A. THE NATIONAL DEMOCRATIC REVOLUTION.

I. National Liberation and Women’s Emanci-
pation

Peasant insurrections under feudalism did not
bring about any great change in the social structure.
Private ownership and the feudal relations of produc-
tion meant that women remained inferior and
submissive, despite their having participated in all
the uprisings.

In the 19th century, colonialist exploitation inten-
sified the oppression. Neither the national reforms
proposed by the patriotic scholars nor the uprisings
led by the bourgeoisie and the petty-bourgeoisie
during the early half-of the 20th century were able
to mobilize the labouring masses, the majority of
the population, half of whom were women. The peo-
ple wanted liberation and the elimination of all
social inequalities. The bourgeois and petty-bourgeois
movements for liberation had no clear-cut radical
policy vis-a-vis the appropriation of land by the
land-owners and the multiform exploitation of the
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wox:kens and the working people by the colonial
capitalists, and could therefore not expect support

from the masses. They were bound to end in bloody
failures.

Vietnamese women became conscious very early
qf their responsibility for the survival of their fami-
lies and their country. However, the long feudalist
and then colonialist oppression somewhat blunted
their spirit of combat. When the bourgeois insurrec-
tions in which the leaders did not know how to
mobilize the masses broke out early this century
they counted few women peasants — who made uL;
the great majority of the women — women workers
and other working women among the participants.
Feudal prejudices and the deep and varied effects
of the policy of obscurantism stood in the way of
women developing consciousness of their situation
To make them relive their historical role and arouse;
their militant spirit was one of the primary tasks
of the Vietnamese working class which stood in the
front rank of the struggle for national liberation.
Nguyen Ai Quoc, founder of.the Indochinese Com-
munist Party (ICP) was the first revolutionary to
show Vietnamese women the road to genuine eman-

cipation. In an appeal to the people he made in 1930
he wrote : ’

Dear oppressed brothers and sisters,

The Indochinese Communist Party had been
founded. It is the Party of the proletariat. It will
lead the working class in the struggle for the libera-
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tion of all our oppressed and exploited brothers and
sisters. Join it and support it in order to:

10. Achieve equality between the sexes.

It was the first time in the history of the struggle
for national independence that a patriotic appeal was
addressed to women and dealt with the question of

_equality between the sexes. The programmes of

action of the bourgeois and petty-bourgeois parties
in this period never touched upon this question ex-
plicitly. The national and democratic revolution
advocated by the ICP proved capable of mobilizing
all strata of the people and all patriotic forces on
the basis of objectives which corresponded with their
own aspirations: to overthrow colonialism and feu-
dalism, to wrest back independence and to eliminate
social inequalities. In its political programme worked
out in October 1930, achieving equality between the
sexes was listed among the ten fundamental tasks
of the revolution. It presented a profound analysis
of the living conditions of the working people,
notably of women workers and peasants, and appre-
ciative awareness of the rich revolutionary potential
they represented.

...“Once fired with revolutionary ideas, women
will participate with ardour and determination in
the revolutionary struggles. The revolutionary
potential of women constitutes one of the main forces
of the revolution. Without the participation of the
masses of women in the revolutionary struggles, the
revolution will never succeed.”
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levels of the ICP among women was either super-
ficial or neglected. There were numerous difficulties.
It is true that the women peasants and workers
absorbed revolutionary ideas slowly, but it was so-
cial prejudice and the dead weight of feudal ideology
that were the main causes of this negligence. Not
even the limited number of women members had
sufficient training to become good militants. Mobili-
zation for the political struggle made more headway
among the well-to-do where the educated women
grasped the revolutionary theories more quickly.
Another factor was that colonialist domination .
exposed women militants to numerous dangers and
required sacrifices, endurance and patience of them.
Women peasants and workers may have been ham-
pered by ignorance and superstition and slower in
joining the struggle, but they proved to be more
resolute and tenacious in fighting for the revolution.
The old society offered them nothing and its perpe-
tuation held no attraction for them. At first, the
movement’s cadres neglected the mass character of
the revolution and the mobilization of labouring
women. Women peasants and workers were few in
the ranks of revolutionaries. The political work
tackled the general questions of equality and free-
dom but skimmed over those which directly con-
cerned women. In the political struggles of 1929 and
1930, none of the slogans concerned defence of
women’s rights, such as abolition of the feudalist
laws ,access to education, a ban on night-shift work
for women... The plenary session of the ICP held

IT — The Mobilization of Women in the Revolu-
tion

One of the first tasks of the national revolution
was to arouse women’s political consciousness so as
to turn it into a driving force in the liberation
struggles.

This was a completely new idea to most of the
militants whose attitudes were strongly influenced
by feudal prejudices. There were therefore quite a
number who found it difficult to accept that women
be given a role to play in any issue of national im-
port. And often enough, the social realities were
consistent with their prejudices. Education was de-
nied to the majority of women. Almost all the illi-
terate women peasants were kept in a state of
miserable underdevelopment and the first generation
of women workers were still handicapped by their
peasant origin. The small number of women intellec-
tuals, civil servants and students lived isolated from
.the masses. Some of them fell prey to the illusory
ideas of bourgeois feminism and were beguiled by
demagogic theories of individual freedom, and of
“respect for the fair sex”. Moreover, women found
it difficult to free themselves from the trammels of
excessive modesty and resignation that they had
grown used to and which were imposed on them by
the feudal regime.

All women, workers, peasants or intellectuals
suffered from the servitude of their whole people"
our early revolutionaries saw in this situation a reai
basis on which to draw them into the national
struggle. At first, political agitation by the various
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in October 1930 severely criticized these shortcomings.
It stressed the mass character of the national demo-
cratic revolution and the need to win the support of
the labouring people and their active participation in
the struggle. It also stressed the essential difference
between the objectives of the Party’s mobilization
of women and those of bourgeois feminism: Party
mobilization aimed at the complete emancipation of
working women, who made up the majority of all
women, and equality between the sexes on the basis
of women’s conscious participation in state manage-
-ment. The present task, i.e. the struggle against the
colonialist yoke, involved the entire people regardless
of sex. The ICP’s programme of action in this period
already included the first measures that would serve
to ensure social equality in the stage of national
democratic revolution. As regards the women’s
movement, it made concrete proposals concerning
certain indispensable forms of action: '
...“The Party must free women from bourgeois
ideas, eliminate the illusion of ‘equality between the
sexes’ expounded in bourgeois theories. At the same
time, it must enable women to participate in the
revolutionary struggles of the workers and peasants:
this is an important task. For if women do not take
* part in these struggles, they can never emancipate
themselves. So, it is necessary to fight the feudalist
or religious customs and superstitions in their way,
give women workers and peasants intensive political
education, arouse their class consciousness and
enable them to join the organizations of the working
class. Political work must be carried out not only in

116

towns but also in the countryside, among the poor
peasants and all working women.

“In all the leading organs of the Party and the
Youth at regional and central levels, there must be
a women’s commission Or an official in charge of
women’s affairs. The Party must hold debates on
the mobilization of women, and women’s_ congresses
to study appropriate methods for carrying out the
political work. Women workers and peasants should
be organized in the workers’ trade unions and Fhe
peasants associations and appointed to the leading
organs to become conversant with the work of
leadership.

To rally the majority of women workers an.d
peasants in the organizations where they belong, it
is necessary to fight in support of their concrete
demands: ban on risky jobs and night work f.or
women ; equal pay for equal work ; paid maternity

leave

"‘.’i‘o rally the women of all social strata, wo'men’s
organizations should be founded to unite t.hem in the
struggle for their own rights and for their complete
emancipation. These organizations shall enrol work-
ing women, workers’ wives, women small traders
and all those who cannot join the workers’ and
peasants’ organizations.”

(Resolution of the 1st C.C. Plenary meeting,
October 1930).

The Association of Women for Emancipatiog,
which was later called the Association of Anti-
Colonialist Women, came into being with the found-
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ing 1c{)f the ICP. 1t carried out intensive propaganda
work among women. The active participation of
women workers and peasants in the revolutionary

surge of 1930-1931 proved the correctn
i e
instructions. ct ess_ of these

In 1931, when the French colonialists tried to root
out. the Vielnamese revolutionaries by bloody ter-
rorism, the ICP Central Committee held its s}erecond
plenary session and adopted a resolution which
am.ong other things, stressed once again the pro1e-’-
tarian character of the women’s organization )

RESOLUTION OF THE 2nd C.C. PLENARY
SESSION (March 1931)

“III — Urgent tasks

1_. Special attention to be paid to the organi-
zation of women workers.

The Party’s basic political work concerning
women is to be done among women workers.
The tendency in the Association of Anti-
Colonialist Women, the Alliance of women... to
cut themselves off from women workers r;ust
be quickly corrected. The urgent task of the
Party is to organize women workers in the
Trade Unions, the women peasants in the
Peasgnts’ Associations, and women small tra-
ders in the Union of Traders ; that is, to organize
the masses of women workers and poor women.”
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For 15 years of underground activities (1930-1945)
women struggled in these organizations side by side
with men for national liberation and for their own
emancipation. The mass-orientated line of the ICP
in propaganda and organization work made it pos-
sible to rally a large number of women under the
banner of the revolution. This significant turning
point in the women’s movement gave it new impetus.

From 1930 to 1940 the Association of Anti-
Colonialist Women gradually broadened its organiza-
tion to keep pace with developments in the country.
It became the Association of Women for National
Salvation.

The principles of organization and the objectives
of the movement remained basically the same, but
the alteration of the forms of organization and action
made it possible to attract steadily more women
militants who found that the aims of the organiza-
tion corresponded to their own aspirations. In Sep-
tember 1940, the Japanese fascists invaded Indochina.
In February 1941, Nguyen Ai Quoc convened the 8th
Plenary Session of the ICP Central Committee. To
rally more people from all  walks of life in the
struggle for national liberation, the plenary meeting
decided to found the Viet Minh Front. This was
when the Association of Anti-Colonialist Women
changed its name to the Association of Women for
National Salvation. The new rules enabled the
Association to draw even more women into the
struggle to “rally all Vietnamese women patriots in
defence of women’s basic rights and, together with
other organizatiops, prepare to fight the French
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colonialists and drive away the Japanese fascists
and found a completely independent Viet Nam’!

In the feverish atmosphere of the pre-revolu-
tionary years 1941-1945, the Tonkin (North Viet
Nam) Conference of Cadres held from September 25
to 27, 1941 again reaffirmed the ﬂecessity of train-
ing women cadres and arousing the political con-
sciousness of women of all social strata.

“XI. Political work among different social strata.

“With regard to women... It is necessary to
train women cadres chosen from among
members of the Party and the Association of
Women for National Salvation. It is also advis-
able to launch an appeal to the urban women
to use all appropriate forms of organization to
rally the women from other walks of life such
as tontines?, the association of knitters of warm
clothing for the militants etc.”

(The Tonkin Committee of the ICP)
In February 1943, the situation in the country

a.nd the world was favourable for the national
liberation, and the Standing Committee of the ICP

1. Article 2 of the Rules of the Association of Women
for National Salvation.

2. A form of financial mutual-aid group whose partici-
pants each contribute a fixed monthly subscription, and
receive, in turn, the total amount subscribed for their
own uge,
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Central Committee held a conference to prepare the
revolution. A resolution from the Standing Commit-
tee stressed that participation of women in the
movement was vital.

foee
“Y. Preparing for the revolution.

«4. Political work among different strata of the
population

a) With regard to women: the struggle for
national liberation cannot succeed without
women’s participation. However, the number of
women members of the Association of Women
for National Salvation has so far been very
limited, and especially that of members from
the town and industrial centers. The Party sec-
tion in each of the three zones (North, Central
and South Viet Nam) must establish a women’s
commission to direct political activities among
women and to draft the documents necessary
to this work.

“Organizations such as trade co-operatives,
consumption co-operatives, literacy classes etc.
are necessary to raise the political level of
women up to that of the Association of Women
for National Salvation.”

(February 25-26, 1943)

These organizations sprang up among the women
workers in towns, and among school and university
students. In some bourgeois and petty-bourgeois
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