


t MENf
UET NAI,,1

AT ARLENE EISEN BERGHAN

ILLUS'RATED AI JANE TTORLINO

EDITEO AT{O PRODUCE9 (OILE(TIVEIY 8V
5u5Ax ADELT{AN. ARLEilE E66N A€R6Fhr+

ctANA al-o<r, ?ENilr JonNsON,
JAN€ l{ORLlN6. PEGG" TT}(RCR

PEOPLE' PRE 
'



A NOIC ON THL SECOND EUnPN
This cdition of ll/omet of Viet Nam is quitc diffcreot from thc

first. Ir was written after South Viet Nam qon its complctc indc-
pcndcncc and includcs as much informarion as possible abour posrwar
dcvelopmenrs in Vict Nam. Thc currcnr cdition also includcs a good
dcal of new matctial I collcctcd duting a visir I madc ro the DRV and
the liberared areas of South Vicr Nam in thc fall of 1974.

Special thanks to Lc Thi Xuyen, Phan Thi An, Vo Thi Thc, Bui Thi
Me, Tran Thanh Tuyen, Le ThiThuy, Ngtryen Khanh Phuong and thc
other sistcrs from rhc Vict Nam Women's Union who wcrc my hosts,
tcachcrs and chcrished fticnds in Vict Nam. I offcr you this cdirion as a
modesr cclebrarion of Septcmbcr 2, l97t-(hc first Vietnamcsc
indcpcndcncc day to pass wirhour forcign troops on your land.

Thaok you again to Diaoa Block and Pcnny Johnson, who hclpcd
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producc it.

A,E,8,
Augusr l, IgTt

Bibliography: p.
l. Womcn-Vicrnam. 2. Fcmioism-Vicrnam

L Tirlc.
HQl749.VrB47 t91t r0r.4t 2 09197 75-2822r
ISBN O-9r47r0-02-X

t2.9! pcr copy
21% discount for ordcrs of l0 or morc.
Spccial rates available on rcquest.

Publishcd by Pcoplcs Press, 2680 2lst Srrcer
Sao Francisco, Ca. 94I10

Firstcditioncopyright @ 1974 a d
Rcvised edrrron copyrrShr O l97t by Arlcnc Ersco Bergman
All rights rcscncd Writc to Pcoplcs Prcss
for pcrmission to rcproducc.

bbrary o/Congress Ca,zlog'ng il Prlblicotio,, Da,a
Bcrgman, Arlcnc Eiscn.

Womco of Vicr Nem.



This booh is dedicated to the grouting solidarit! between
women ofVie/ Nam and women of /be United States.



fO EVERTOA'E WIIO HELPED-

Thaok you.
Thank you ro rhe women ofViet Nam.
This book grew from the questions, needs and encouragement of

women active in the women's movement in the United States. \Ve feel
stronger, inspired by the experieoce of women in Viet Nam. Ve want
to share this strength and inspiration with as many people as possible,
particularly women. That is why so many of us worked hard and wirh
joy to create this book.

Thank you to Sharoo Hall, who unintentionally launched this
projecr in the springof 1972, by prodding me to give a talk on the topic
as part of a series of protests against the bombing of Hanoi and Hai-
phong.

Thank you to all the people whose interest and willingness to share
their energy and knowledge gave me the confidence to allow the article
I planned about women in Viet Nam to grow into a book. Jane Fonda
firsr planted the idea. The early eothusiasm of Susan Adelman, Gail
Dolgin, Martha Williams and Terry Karl, all from Peoples Press, com,
mirted rhe Press to make the earliest draft ofthe book become a realiry.

Our editorial / production group includes women who have been
active in the women's and anri-war movement for a long time , but none
of us had ever raken responsibiliry for crearing a book before. At pres-
ent, Susao Adelman and Penny Johnson are members of Peoples
Press. Adene Eisen Bergman, a lecturer at San Jose State Universiry;
Diana Block, a teacher's aide; and Peggy Tucker, a health worker, are
all active in the San Francisco \Vomen's Union. The group met rwice
weekly for several months, along with Judy Green and Paula Martiner,
editing the manuscript line by line, struggling over the political content
and clarity ofthe book. This collective work transformed rhe process of
editing, making it reflect the experience ofrhe women's movement and
ofall revolutionaries who try to learn from each orher and to help each
other improve their work. Jane Norliog is a people's artist who has
been creating beautiful posters, leaflets and murals in the S.F. Bay
Area for years. She worked with our group to design the book and cre-
ate the illustrations which both express and strengthen the meaning of
the book. Ve worked together to plan and paste up each page.



Thanks to thc pcople who frcely shared their cncrgy, time and
knowledge, making this book theirs as well as ours. Jane Fonda enthu-
siasrically supplied records of both hcr visits to Viet Nam. Tran Khanh
Tuyet, a member of Indochina Resourcc Centcr, paticntly answered all
our qucstions and srruggled ro ger us ro undcrsrand Viernamese cul-
rure from her perspective. David Marr, also a mcmbcr of Indochina
Resource Center, spcnt loog hours helping ro makc rhc book as his-
torically accurate as possible. Vincc Dijanich, a srudenr ar San Jose
State and Vier Nam veteran, first hclped me to clarify the coonections
madc in Chapter 4, "The Politics ofRape," by probing his memory of
his tour ofduty in Viet Nam-a painful expericnce for both of us. And
spccial thanks ro rhe Vier Nam Vomen's Union for taking time to
answcr thc quesrions we posed.

Many more people read rhe manuscripr ar various stages of its de-
velopmcnt, offercd encouragement, and madc thoughtful suggestions
for improvemcor. Thank you to Nancy Barrett, Janc Barton, Lincoln
Bergman. Miranda Bergman, Dcb Bogart, Karla Boyd, Brenda
Braham,Cau Thi Myloc, Doan Thi Nam Hau aod othcr membcrs ofthc
Unioo ofVictnamcse in the U.S., Janct Childs, Dce Donovan, Deirdre
English, Ann Froincs, Nina Gagnon, Vickie Garvin, Sally Gearhart,
Arlie Hochschild, Allison Jamcs, Barbara Johnson, Laura Klepfer,
Magali Sarfatti Larson, Deborah Le Sucur, Ellcn Murray, Nha Trang,
lrene Paul, Marge Piercy, Margarct Randall, Jill Rodcwald, Karcn
Shanc, Judy Schwarz, Susan and other sisters hcld ar rhe California
womcn's state penireotiary, Tran Tu and thc othcr mcmbcrs of the
Association of Vietoamese Patriots in Canada, Lupe Viniegra and
Zalima.

Thanks to thc people who gave their timc and labor towards the
techoical production of the book: Maisie McAdoo, Errol Hendra, Don
Campbcll of Honcy.well & Todd Lithography. Spccial thanks to Hal
Muskat and Bill Rock whose aftcr-hours work helped thc book reach
thc prcss oo timc. Thanks to all the peoplc whose photography and
writing wc uscd. Thcy have already bcen namcd in the nores.

A pcrsonal thanks ro Bcrnardinc Dohrn, thc woman who first
starrcd me thinkiog about women's liberation back in rhc sixrics; ro
Meridel Lc Sucur, whose love and support bcgan to teach me about
womcn's solidarity and revolutionary oprimism roored in U.S. soil; and
to Diana, Janc, Peggy, Peony and Susan who joined with me ro create
this book.

A.E.B.
Photo crcdits: June 1974

Muscum of Rcvolutionary History, Hanoi (p. 46), Liberetion Ncws Scrvicc (p. 64),
Dcirdrc English and Stcvc Talbor (p. 141), S.F. Good Timcs (pp. 149, 221), Vic. Nam
Ncws Agcncy (pp. I t9, 16l, 162, 174, 179, 187), Marc Riboud (pp. 192, 2l l).
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GLOsSARY
Political geography

Viet Nam: The \iernamesc people, the Geneva Accords of l9r4 and rhe
Paris PeaccAgreemenr of lg73 all recognize that Viet Narn is one
counrry exrending from rhe Chincsc border on the north to the
Gulf of Siam on rhc south. The narion has been temporarily divided
inro Nortb Viet Nam ar.d Sottb Viel Narn, separated at thc lTth
parallel. Today. thc governmcnr in North Viet Nam is the DRV and
rhc govcrnmcnt in the South is thc PRGRSMII.

DRV (Democratic Republic o/Viet Nam): Ho Chi Minh became the firsr
President of rhis Republic, governing all of Vict Nam until 1914.

Since l9)4, rhe DRV refers ro thc arca north ofrhe lTth parallcl.

PRG lProvisional Reuolationary Gorenmert of tle Reptblie of Sotth
Viet Naml:Thc coalition govcrnmcnt formcd in 1969 that adoptcd
the political program of thc National Liberation Front. Since April
10, 1975, it has bccn thc sole legitimatc rcPrescntativc of the
South Victnamese people. Areas governcd by thc PRG arc also
callc d I i b e rat e d a re a s.

RVN (Republic ofViet Nam or Tbier Regime): Sratc originally dccreed
by Diem, 195t, in violation of Gcneva Accords. This govcrnment
cootrolled a few citics in South Vict Nam and was financcd by the
U.S. government. After April 30,197r, ir was totally dissolvcd.
Thicu fled the country.

Jarai: People descended from Malayo-Polyncsians, living in mountain
region of South Vict Nam. One of maoy national minorities in Viet
Nam.

Political organization

cadre: A member ofa revolutionary political organization.

ICP (lndocbinese Comm*tist Parry): Founded io I9l0 to organize rhc
fight to abolish fcudalism and French colonialism in Viet Nam and
ro build socialism rherc.

l1



l,ao Dong (Workers' Partg): Formed, in l91l in the DRV to contlnue
work oflCP.

PRP (Peoples' Reuol iorary Party\: Formed in 1962 in South Viet Nam
to continue work of ICP.

NLF (National Liberation Front)'. Coalition of organizations, including
PRP, dedicated to overthrowing U.S. domination of South Viet
Nam; also referred to as the Front.

Tbe Partl: vheo this term aPPears before l91l it refers to the ICP;

after 19r 1, it refers to Lao Dong in the North or PRP in the South.

Viet Minb (Front for tbe Independetce of Viet Nam): Coalition of or'
ganizations, formed io 1941 to fight against Japanese and French
for Vietnamese independence.

Armies

ARW lArmy of tbe Repablic of Viet Nam| The troops who were
trained and financed by thc U.S. govcrnment to dcfend the Thieu
regirne. They surrendcred on April 10, 197r.

PLAF (Peoples Libelatiot Arrned Forcas): Army organized by NLF.

VPA (Viet Nam People's Arngl: National army of DRV, originated in
1944 as Viet Nam Propaganda Unit for National Liberation.

militia: People who are not full-time soldiers but are prepared to de-

feod their homes and workplaces militarily.

9
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Neuer btre I feh as in Viet Nsm, in spite of tbe hord conditions of aor,
tbis pride of being aoman, since tbe Vietnqmese uoman is so much
looed dnd respected by tbe entire people.

-Cecile 
Hugel, Secretsry Generul ol Intelrrstional

Federation of Democrstic Women

Phuong lives with her four childrcn, less rhan fifty miles from Saigon,
on land she reclaimcd when rhc Unitcd Statcs troops abandoned a basc
therc. Her husband died a fcw years ago undcr a rhousand-pound
bomb. Aftcr thc Gl's retrcatcd from hcr village, shc used ro walk rwo
miles a day to thc day carc centcr wherc shc left hcr childrcn. Thcn she
would begin hcr day as a soldier in rhc libcration army, sctting am-
bushcs for thc Saigoo troops. Io the cvcning shc would return for her
children.

Now thar rhcre's pcacc, she srill lcavcs hcr children ar rhc day
care ccntcr, bur spends her days with a work tcam in thc ficlds. Thc
team takes rurns helping membcrs with the tasks on rhcir land that no
onc of thcm could do alooc. Until April 30, 1975, Phuong still brought
hcr hclmct to the ficld, prcpared for thc bombs that droppcd occasion-
ally from U.S. plancs-planes rcpaintcd with the emblcm of Thicu's
air force.

lo this book, you'll mcct many Victnamcse women, some like
Phuong, and some likc Nguyen Thi Dinh, who was illircrate unril she
was 17, but is now thc rop lcader of the libcrarion army in Sourh Vicr
Nam. You'll mcet Gam, who at age l6 insisrcd on joining a guerrilla
unit aftcr she saw hcr besr friend raped. And you'll mecr women forced
to livc in citics as prostiturcs. Hcre womcn tcstify why rhey faced tor-
ture rarher than follow orders givcn by corrupt mcn. And herc arc
grandmothers and young childrcn who lcarn to read at the same rime,
from storics telling tales ofwomen's strcngrh. You'll also meer Nguycn
Thi Bioh, Forcign Minister of the Provisional Revolurionary Govero-
ment ofthe Rcpublic of South Viet Nam, as well as leadcrs of the Viet
Nam Vomcn's Union and women likc Thuoc, a truckdriver in Hanoi.

Through these womeo and many othcrs, wc learn how Victnamese
women-once powerlcss, timid and iovisiblc-bccamc srrong. They
have beeo an essential componcnt ofa small, technologically backward
peoplc who havc amazed the world in resisting the mosr advanced mili-
tary power ever unleashed. How have rhcy made progress towards
women's libcration in the constanr prcscncc of war and dcath ? How do
mcn, citizcns of thc United Statcs, raiscd on the besr vitamins and
morhers'love, becomc rapists in Viet Nam? How do womcn mainrarn
their dignity in rhe midsr of srarvation and rapc? How do rhey mainrain
their inregrity when, in ordcr to car, they must becomc prostitutes,

t2



undcr heavy pressurc to straightco thcir cyes and inicct silicone into
their breasts? \0(hy did Minh Khai, a famous political leadcr in Vict
Nam, speak for so many womcn whcn she said:

Reuohtiol is our way ofliberation.

Vomeo in the Unitcd Statcs, as in Viet Nam, havc becn traincd to

be "numb, numbcrcd, and pcgged, bred and conditioncd to passiv-
ity." [1]The U.S. govcrnmcnt has honored fifty thousand "Gold Star
Mothcrs" whose sons died in thc Viet Nam rVar. Seventccn of thcsc
mothers havc formcd a group callcd "Gold Star Mothcrs Against thc
War." [2] Thesc scvcnteco join with thousands of other womcn who
have begun to hold sociery, oot thcmsclvcs, rcsponsiblc for their prob-
lems. In thc Unired Statcs, sometimes the task of fighting for a ncw
socicty secms ovcrwhclming. It s good ro lcarn abour womcn io othcr
places, dcfying thc samc monstcr of dcstruction with couragc and with
the cenainry rhar they willwio.

This pocm, wnrtcn for an unoamed woman in Vict Nam, intro-
duces us to thc strcngth and pridc ofall Viernamcsc womcn.

DAUGHTER OF VIET NAM

lYaAe up, tr! sister, tbe nigblmare is ouer,
Yot live again, sister, 1ou real$ live:
Tbe seaizg electic shoch, tbe piercing poilt,
The brillianr Anfe; tbe corsumingfre
Haae not b,illed yoa; ltetoic girl, yoar beart, my sistar,
Your beart so great, uith ote drop ofblood
It uill beL, agLit .vd it will ,rot be.t for yoa atone.

L wi/l bea,lorjtsrice, for yoar zative uillage, foryour
coLnlry,

For buma tl.
From the regiots ofdeath, yoa iaae come bach lo us,

resplendenl
As ol tbe day yoa uenl audl uben tb€ nation called;
You baue come bacl, darghter of glory.
Tbe uiole eouttry embraces ltou

As flesb ofits fesb and blood ofits blood,
Yoa liue again for 1ot baue con4tered. . . .

-by To Htttt, borv in Hue and member o/ tie
Ceztral Committee of tbe l,zo Dottg Partjl, DRV

Pnde ofBcnx Woman Il



This book begins to tell thc srory of women's liberarion in Viet
Nam. Ir srarrs wirh the early history ofoppression in pre-colonial timcs.
This historical perspective explains why Victnamcse women chose
some paths to liberatioo and not othcrs. lt also dramatizes ho* far and
fast they have come towards liberation. The first section ends with an
exposure and analysis of the spccific ways the policies of U.S. domina-
tion affccted women in Vier Nam. The sccond half of this book is a por-
trait of women's rcsisrance. Using their own words wherever possible,
we learn about thcir work, their political and milirary activity. The fioal
chapters give us insighr inro the gains women havc made as women in
rhe course ofthis rcvolurionary process.

Notes

L Thrs phrasc is lr,,m a p(,cm b\ lVarg( Picn r . ' l hc .ludgmrm rr 'li, llL ol L t
(New York: Doublcdar, lr); l)

2 For morr on (nrld Srar lrlorhrrs. scr Ann lr,,rncs. \!irrn:cn . Opprrr:r,rrr and
rh( Virr Nam rvet. n ll.ofic11 ot r ,\lort ltrnr\crsrr\ ,,1 Or(g,,n. t(r-1). l,ll
2Ir-2:rl

II4PORTANT DATES
5000 B,C. - Early records ofVietnamese history bcgin.

l.l7 B. C. - Chinese conquesr of Vier Nam.
40 A.D. - Trung sisrcrs lead firsr narional insurrection against

the Chinese.

981 A.D. - Chinese cxpelled from Viet Nam.
1847 - French first invade Viet Nam.

l9-30 - Indochinese Communist Parry (tCP) and Viet Nam
Vomen's Union founded; strikes and armed
resisrance to Frcnch become widespread.

1944-1945 - Famine years; first unit of Viet Nam People's Army
formed and gencral insurrection sweeps the
country (August Revolution).

Sepl. 2, 1945 - Ho Chi Minh reads Victnamese dcclaration of inde-
peodence from France; days later French
launch war of reccrnqurst.

l.l



1946 - Consrirution ofthc DRV ratified.
Mal 8, 1954 - Viet Minh defeat Frcnch ar Die n Bien Phu.

Jall 20, 1954-Geoeva Accords recognize Viet Nam as one, inde-
pendenr narion.

tgtt- )956 - Diem begins rerror campaign against Viet Minh and
first U.S. military advisors arrive in southern
Viet Nam.

Dec. 20, 1960 -National Liberation Fronr (NLF) forms and calls for
general insurrection againsr Diem in the South.

1960 - Marriage Law passed in DRV, outlawing polygamy.
1961 -lJ on of Womeo for the Liberation of South Viet

Nam formed.
Nou. I , 1963 - Coup topples rulc of Die m and Madame Nhu in

South Viet Nam.
1964 - Gulf ofTonkio Resolurion; U.S. begins bombing and

sending largc numbers of troops to Vie r Nam.

1967 - t3r,OOO U .S. troops arrive by rhe end of rhe year.

Jan.-Feb.1968 - Tet Offensive launched by rhe NLF.

Ma! 1968 First session ofParis Peace Talks

J ue 10, 1969 - Provisional Revolutionary Government of South Vier
Nam (PRG) founded at Congress ofRePresenla-
tives ofthe South Vietnamese People.

March 1970 -lJ.S. troops invade Cambodia.
Mdrch 1971 Laos invaded by U.S. troops.
Ap l971- Beginning ofU.S. troop reduction.
May 1972 - Quang Tri provincc liberatcd and Nixon orders

bombing escalatioo.
Dec. 1972 - Christmas bombing of Hanoi and other densely

populated citics. One-third ofall the Air Forcc's
oPerative B-t 2's are shot down.

Jan. 27, 1973 
-rJ.S., 

Thieu regimc, PRG and DRV sign Paris Peacc
Agreement.

1973- 1974 - U.S. and Thieu conrinuc toviolate Pcace Agrccmcnt.
Mdrch 1974 - Fourth National Congress of Vietnamese Vomen

meets in Hanoi.
Fall 1974 - Unprecedcntcd movemcnt in South Vietnamcsc

cities, including Catholic and Buddhist forces,
calls for rcsignatioo ofThicu.

Ap 30, 1g7t - Flag of the PRG is raised ovcr the Prcsidential
Palacc io Saigon marking thc decisivc victory
of thc libcration forces.

It
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Euen tbougb you sleep intimately on tbe sone bed qnd use tbe same
couer uitb bim, you must treat your busband as if he uere your king or
yout fatber.

from tbe Confucian uarriage manuol

Ir's hard to know how ir felt to be a woman in Vier Nam hundreds of
years ago, but we can sketch a rough portrait from the historical facts
we do know. Bao lives in the late fourrcen-hundreds a short distancc
from the royal capital of Hanoi. She has inhcritcd a well'establishcd
oational tradition from her ancestors who, for hundreds of years, havc
rested in the same fields she rills. She Iives morc than half way around
the globe from Europe where, at rhe same time, thousands of womcn
were executed as witches and men were launching cxpcditions to con'
quer the Americas.

Bao is typical of mosr Vietnamese women. She is a pcasant. Shc

goes to the fields every day before sunrise and works io rropical hcat
until sunset. She is always tired. She knows ir is a day's walk to the citl
where rhe king lives, but she never has rcasoo to lcave her villagc As

Bao walks ro the field from the thatched.roof home she shares with her
husband's other wife, she thinks about her husband. Vhcn she was 15,

Bao married Chanh, who was only ten years old. Bao did nor know thc
child, Chanh. but she married him because her fathcr had ordered thc
marriage. Chanh's fathcr paid her father rwo pigs ro finalize the ar'
rangement.

Bao undcrstood that her duties as a bride were to work in rhe fields
for Chanh's family. She had expected rhat when Chanh was old cnough
they would have sons, to fulfill the duties of ancestor worship. But
when Chaoh was old enough to father children, he took a sccond wife
who gave birth to a son. Chanh never Paid Bao any attention at all.

Bao sings a Viernamese women's work song ro rhe rhythm of the
rice planring:

Hauizg to climb xp the mouttains three times a da1,

Hou coald I baue retaized m1 beaury and m1 yub? ll)

But she stops abruprly as a village notable passes, accompanied by a

visiting official. Bao listcns suspiciously as rhey sPeak rhe languagc of
the old foreign invaders, Chinese. She has heard rhat you can see thc
srrange language on paPcr. She would like ro learn to rcad instead of
work in rhe fields. But Bao knows thar only wcalthy boys have a chaoce
to learn ro rcad and wrire. Shc will work in the ficlds until hcr body
dies.----No one knows for sure whcn Victoamese history began or how
long Viet Nam exisred as a nation bcforc the Chinesc invadcd in l l l

Iu



B.C. Archeologists have found Stone Age relics that were lcft by
humans living in Viet Nam several hundred thousand years ago. A rich
Bronze Age civilization, the Dong Son culture, flourished five rhousand
years before the birrh ofChrisr.

Earliest legends

A popular legend tells that thc foundcrs of Viet Nam were a
couple: rhe wife (Au Co) and the husband (-ac Long Quan). He was a
dragon suired to liviog in rhe plains and on rhc coasr. She was a fairy
who wanted to live in rhe mountains. Thcy agreed ro part. Fifty sons
followed their fathcr and reigned over the kingdom near the South
China Sea aod Ftfty sons followed rheir motber and governed the
northern parr of Viet Nam. Before separating, they plcdged mutual rc-
spect and aid toeach other in times ofcrisis. The cquality between hus-
band and wife in this legeod stands in sharp contrasr to teachings of
the Chinese invaders.

Other legends rooted io the remote past show that from the dawo
of Vier Nam's history, people had to organizc themsclvcs to briog
chronic floods under control with an elaborate system of dikcs. Some
say that slaves built thc dikes. Others say they were construcrcd with
communal labor. In any case, rhcre were many tribes bcforc thc Chi-
nese arrived-tribes who lacquercd their teeth black, as some still do
in Viet Nam today. They lived by growing ricc in flooded fields. Somc
were communal and othcrs were chicfdoms rhar made slaves out of
conquered tribes. Some may have been matriarchics-tribcs govcrned
by women. Il],

Chinese invaders overturned thc communalism and matriarchy of
rribal life and imposed a rigid Coofucian hierarchy that left an indelible
mark on Vietnamese history and culturc. The Chincse rulcd Vier Nam
for a thousand ycars (until 981 A.D.). Most Victnamcsc kings and feu-
dal lords continued to practice Confucian ways even after they expelled
the Chinese.

One bundred womerr are nol uortb a single testicle,

Since ancient timcs, Confucian tcachers have tricd to ctch thesc
words in the consciousness of Victnamcse \ryrcmco. In the Unired
States, we still hear; "Vomeo's place is in the home." Proverbs likc
these reflecr aod srrengrheo unequal relationships that subordinatc
women to men. Throughout Vicrnamesc history, women have always
been the mosr dowotrodden people in the society. As power changed
hands from one ruler ro the oext, the problems Vietnamcsc women
faced also changed-usually rhey got worse.

Une Htndred W'amcl l<)



Feudalism

Confuciaoism was morc than a religion. It was a mandarc for an
cntire way of life-in agriculture, in family and social life and in
politics. The Confucian way in agriculture brought feudalism ro Viet
Nam. Fcudalism is a system in which a small minoriry of landlords
control the economic and political lifc of cvcryonc clse bccausc they
control the only mcans of survival-thc land. During thc Chinese rcign
and for much of Vie t Nam's later history, all land officially belonged to
the king, who gavc laod grants to noble families and favoritcs.

The only way for landlcss pcasants to survivc was to work for thesc
arisrocrars-more or lcss as slavcs. Thc king allowcd communal vil-
lages to rent thc land nor controllcd by the aristocracy. In addition to
paying taxes, pcasant membcrs of the village were periodically rc-
quired ro work on rhc king's roads, dikes and canals withour pay. Thcy
also had to do military servicc. [4] Local notablcs or lcadcrs controllcd
evcry imponanr aspcct of village life. Norablcs organizcd thc rotation
of communal lands, had judicial powers to settlc local disputes, ran
local fioances, imposcd taxcs and dcmandcd forccd labor. Of course,
only men could be notables-usually rhc mcn with the largesr land
holdings.

The overwhelming majority of Victnamese women wcrc poor
peasanrs. Although their labor in rhe fields was cssential ro the econ-
omy, they had no chance to bc economically indepcndcnt. Vhile rhc
Chinese ruled, and for scveral ccnturics afrcr, women wcre not allowcd
to owo land. But, in the sixteenth ccntury, wealthy womcn gained new
rights. A reformist dynasry allowcd women to share inhcritancc with
mcn or inhcrit an entire family fortunc if rherc wcre no male hcirs.
Three hundred ycars later, a ncw dynasty took thesc rights away again.
Sccond-rank wivcs and concubincs ncver rcally had any economic
rights. And generally, mco c/ere rhc only oncs considered capable
coough to control the means ofcconomic survival.

Confucian merriage

Marriage itsclf, paniculady polygamy whcrc onc man has scvcral
wivcs, was an insritution dcsigned ro exploit womcn's labor. Buying a

wifc or concubine provcd chcapcr rhan hiring a scrvant. Rich landlords
collectcd concubiocs by purchasing the daughtcrs of poor pcasants
who couldn'r afford to pay their taxes and debts. ln somc areas, the
groom prescnred his ncw in-laws wirh a warcr buffalo to replace the
bride's labor. lo cffect, women ncvcr frccly chosc thcir husbands-
rather thcy werc sold to thc highcst biddcr. A reluctanr bride had rwo
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alternativcs: either shc could devote herself to lifclong service to her
father and be celibatc or shc could commit suicidc.

The poor mao couldn'r afford polygamy. Often, hc couldn'r afford
thc bride pricc for cven one woman. A poor woman who was not de-
sired by rich mcn or who cscapcd concubinage mighr marry a member
of her own class without elaboratc bride price or ccremony. This im-
poverished peasanr couple would sharc thcir hardship. The fact that
thc woman and thc man faced nearly cqual oppression challenged the
Confuciao notion of man's inborn supcriority. Famine, floods,
droughts, plagues, and wars were a constanr thrcat to the very survival
ofall poor pcople 

-especially 
womcn. Invariably, during hard times, a

daughter would be sacrificed or sold as a concubine, slave or prosri-
tutc. At any rimc, therc was little ro prcvent a mandario or powerful
notable from appropriariog the wife or daughter of his rcnant.

Upper class wivcs followcd rhc Confucian marriagc manual which
taughr:

Eaen tbougb yoa sleep intirnarel? or1 tbe same bed and
ts€ ,be sarrr€ couer uitb bim, lot ,vtst treol tosr bas.
band as if be uere yo ling or yoar fatber. l5l

As in rraditional wedding ccrcmonics in the Uoited Srarcs, the bride
vowed obcdience ro hcr husband:

Sbe: "1 shell neuer dare to contradict lot."
He: "You masl obel m1 fatler and m1 notber; loa

mr.st liae il ha/vrol1 with tbem, be faitbful to me
it a// tbings and nol ,ry to deceil)e me. "

To concludc this traditional aristocratic cercmooy, the bridc prosrratcd
herself twice before her husband, who rcmaioed standing over her,
oodding his approval. [6]

Throughout her life, thc code of the "Thrce Obediences" negated
all possibility for a woman's control over her life. As a child, the
daughtcr owed uncooditional obedicnce to her farher. rVhen shc mar.
ried, shc transferrcd hcr obcdicncc to hcr husband. Evcn her hus-
baod's death did nor free hcr, for she was then bound ro obcy hcr cld-
est son. Another Vietnamcsc provcrb observcs:

An offcer is one ubo commards soldiers;
A btsband is one wbo commatds wiues. l7l

This rule by meo is patriarchy in its purest form. It was stronger
among the uppcr classcs. A Vietnamese folksong shows ahar iD peasaot
villages thc word for obediencc had morc of a connotatioo of "follow-
ing" and bcing "together" rhan thc upper-class meaning of the word
which was "submissioo." The pcasant wifc sang about following hcr
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husband through thick and thin, bur made it clear thar she would share

Iife's hardships with him, rather than simply submit to his whim:

Hauing p/edged elental loae for bim,
I will nol shar crctssixg slreams atd moantains witb

bim...
la the we1 o/ busband and u,r/e,
Depending on eacb other is essential lo guard against

the aduersities o/life. [a)

One of the most basic assumprions of parriarchy is rhat women
belong to mcn as their property. In order to kecp their property secure,
Viernamcse mcn, following thc pattcrn of all patriarchs, rigidly en-
forced rules guarding rheir women's chastity. According to rhe Gia
tong Codes, the unmarried woman caughr having sexual relarions was
punished with one hundrcd lashcs. [9] The unmarried mother, even
imong po<r. pea.ants, brought so much shamc to her family and village
that when exposed, she was forced to undergo a painful abortion and
her family had ro pay a fioe to the village. Apparently, the Problem was

common enough to be the subject offolksongs:

1-be middle port ofm1 body is.twelling up:
Mother, I car no /otlger sta! .zt home.
Ifl stay, the uillage uill tahe away our baffa/o as a /ine,
Tbere/ore, I baue to gct away in a hut1. ll0l

The only legitimate funcrion sexual relations could serve for
womeo was to provide thcir husbands with male heirs. Upper-class
Confucian proverbs as well as peasant folksongs urged women to place
their chasriry above any concern ftrr rheir own pleasure The proverb
went:

Chastity is uorth one tbousand gold coins

The folksong repeated:

Once dePiued ofil-\ sueet slame ,

A.flower is ro longer desirable. lltl
The unfaithful wife faced brutal punishmenr, even though meo

could have as many wives and concubincs as they could afford. In some
areas, elephants trampled the unfaithful wifc. In orhers, she had her
head shaved and plastcred wirh lime. The laws never mentioncd adul'
tery as a crimc that me o could be punished for committing. The Viet-
namese husband could rcpudiate his wife easily on such grounds as
"excessive talking." Repudiarion, like divorce, left a woman homeless
and propertyless, even though hcr labor mighr have supported the
household. Vomen had no parallel rights to repudiate rheir husbands.



Vidows were supposed to remain faithful ro their dead husbands. If a
woman was caughr making love during the period of mourning for her
husband, rhe law said shc should be beheaded. ItZ]

If yr haue a sor,loa can sal lol baue a descendaxr,
Blll lou cannot say tbus, ever if yu beue ten daagh-
,ers. 

-Vietrromese 
prouerb

Even rhough daughters worked hard for rhe family, thc father did
oot acknowledge their worth. Only males could pcrform the rires
necessary for ancesror worship and perpetuare rhe family linc and cult.

Functionary and his follolving
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Vifc and childrcn rcscnt youog coocubinc'

Parcots coosidcrcd fcmalc children to be a liability. They belicvcd thar
the narure of rhe female soul-mote passiooale and corruprible than
the male soul-made it hardcr ro raisc girls. Judco-Christian myths of
Eve as rcmptrcss make similar assumptions about womcn's souls.

Female children had no opportunity ro risc above their inferior
status. The Victnamcsc followcd thc Chinese system of cducation
which barred women from lcarning. Even up until revolutionary times,
the Viernamese coosidcrcd education wasted on women. In feudal soci-
ety, hardly anyonc could advance-mcn or women-because only thc
rich could afford rhe price of an education. ln wcalthy familics, daugh-
rers who succcedcd in disguising themselvcs as mco managcd to gct
the official Mandarin educarion.

For centuries, poor women worked in the most menial jobs which,
ofcourse, offcrcd no chance for advanccmcnt or saving. \iflomcn would
do jobs that cvco somc poverty-stticken mcn would hesitate to do:
planting secdlings, carrying hcavy loads, working on the docks and in
small-scale trading.

Scgregation within the home mirrored scgregation on thc job and
dramatized women's infcrior starus. A wifc was supposcd to walk thrce
steps bchind her husband. Richer families divided their homcs inro
differcnt sections reserved for either women or mcn. A man and
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woman would not sit together, usc thc same eatinB urcnsils or Pass
anyrhing directly from hand to hand. Poorer familics could not afford
scparate rooms and while working in thc ficlds, cven unmarried
women and men could havc social contact without shame.

The provcrbs spoke of this scgregation:

Wbat is said ir, tbe aporttTrents of women mt st no,
leaue tbem and wbat is said o side mr.sl not petelrate
tbere. lt3)

l.:yers of patriarchy

The patriarch is thc father who is undisputcd ruler' Victnamcsc
socicry itsclf was built as a serics of hierarchics modeled on thc parri-
archal family. At the top, the Empcror had absolute authority over all.
Even the languagc cquatcd thc fathcr's domain with the kiog's
domain. The root word for "family" and for "natioo" is thc samc: gra.

In the traditiooal languagc, rhe only cquivalcnt for thc pcrsooal pro'
noun "1" was lor, which mcant "subiect of the king." A Conftrcian
provcrb shows how no one escapcd thc king's authority:

lYlen tbe uind lmeaning Aingl passes oter tbe grass

lmealing rbe peoplel, tb€ grass bas no cboice bst to
berd. lt4l

As in any patriarchy, womcn carried the worst burdcn of the Em-
pcror's rule. For examplc, after thc Empcror Le Huyen Tong dicd,
thrce hundred concubincs were imprisoncd in his mausolcum to keep
watch ovcr his tomb for the rcst ofthcir livcs. Pcasants contemptuously
called him "thc rcclining kiog. "

Mandarins, dividcd into nioc ranks, formcd thc social layer just
below rhc king. They wcrc thc king's rcprcsentatives and controlled
the local norables. Mandarins were an cducated elite group of ofticials
who lived on the rents and t:xes thcy cxactcd from the people in thcir
province, or from salarics thcy got directly from thc king. This provcrb
rcflectcd womcn's exclusion from the mandarinatc:

A woman who meddles in tha affairs of coul or patace
appears as abtormal as a cbicAez tba, craus. llTl

Each mandarin was considercd thc "father" of thc pcoplc in his dis.
trict. A district may havc included many villages. Vithin thc village
itself, it was thc local notablc who insistcd on dircct obediencc from thc
common Peasant, Notablcs collccted taxcs and kept some moncy for
themselves before thcy haodcd ovcr their quota to the mandarins. Not'
ablcs also draftcd soldicrs and cvcn kidnapped concubincs to serve the
mandarios and king.
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Weak links in thc Confucian chain

Confucianism became weaker, rhe furthcr south one traveled away
from rhe Chinese border. Confucianism was only brought indirectly to
the territory south of Da Nang through rhc Lc Dynasry in the fifteenth
century. Vietnamese feudal lords didn'r bring Confucianism ro Saigon
until nearly 1700.

Confucianism was also weaker at the village level, especially
among the peasanrs, rhan ar rhe national levcl. The need to coordinare
irrigarioo and flood conrrol rhrough the dike sysrem gave the ccnrral
governmenr an important funcrion. But rhe Vietnamese village had a
tradirion of economic self-sufficiency. Ir was in the villages rhar the
Vietoamese language survived a rhousand years of Chinese occupa-
tion. The Viernamese language reflecrs a less aurhoritarian culrure
than the Chinese. The Vietnamesc word for king Q,,aa) has thc connora-
tion of "protector," one who is closer to the people than rhe Chincse
"son ofheaven'' who remains alooffrom rhe people,

Ir was in thc villages rhar a tradirion of cooperarion and solidariry
developed. Ir was in the villages thar parriotism becamc roored in rhc
soil-the same soil where rhe family's ancesrors resred. The original
notarion, xa, for the word "village" combined thc symbols for rhe
words "land" and "people" and "sacred. " Today, in Ytu Nam xa boi
means "socialism. "

Although seveflry ro eighry per cent of the Victnamcse people
today ma1' follow some Buddhist teachings, Buddhism irself did nor
seriously challenge rhe parriarchal modcls rhar Confucianism esrab-
lished. Buddhism raughr preceprs for spirirual life, while Confucianism
guided polirical and social life, Mahayana Buddhism came ro Vier Nam
in the second cenrury A. D. , bur was considercd a " f<rreig n religion ' as
long as the Chinese were in power.

After the Chinese were expelled, Buddhism became rhe srare reli-
gion during rhe reign of several emperors. Mahayana Buddhists
believe rhat rhere can be many "cnlightcncd oncs," not jusr one
Buddha. Bur rhis egalitarian beliefdid nor disrupr rhe elirist srrucrurc
around the king because Buddhisr clergy cnjoycd the privileges previ.
ously reserved for Confucian mandarins. [16] During rhc fourrcenrh
century, after three hundrcd years of Buddhist reign, Confucianism be-
came rhe official ideology of thc Vrernamcse feudal rcgimc. Ir was ar
thar rime that Buddhism took root among rhe common pcople and be-
came a supporr for resistance ar the village levcl.

Bur even ar rhe village level,.Buddhism still helped to mainrain
women's inferior srarus. Beliefin rcincarnarion encouraged respecr for
all life, bur also affirmed a fatalistic acccprance of women's infcrior
role in rhis life. Only men could be monks and tsuddhist nuns had a
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subordinate position. Buddhists taught thar all passioo brings pain, but
women seemed to pay more dearly for their passions. In the national
epic poem of Vier Nam, a Buddhist prophetess tries to comfort Kieu,
the leading character, who undergoes incredible suffering. She says:
"Grief follows passion, that is rhe constant law." Buddhism, like
Vestern moral codes, considers sex a lower form of animal acriviry.
The ideal is toral detachment from worldly concerns, especially sex.
This ideal also applies to men. But women were considered less clean
than men. Even roday, when a woman is menstruating, she is banned
from the Buddhist altar.

The weakest link in the Coofucian chain was the srrength and de'
termination ofpeasant rebellion. A radirion of people's resistance and

the endurance of centuries of oppression gave womeo the strength to
fight back. Vietnamese women were by no meaos helpless creatures
Their rradition ofresistance, which one woman called "riding the tem-
pest," began at the same time that Christ lived.

N otes
'l hcsc songs arc quorccl rn Nha I'rang, lhc I radirr,tnrl l'(olt s rn vonrcn as l{<'
tltttrd in Oralanri Writrcn Vicrnamcst l.ircrarurc (ll.rkrlc) Asian Srurlics Ph D
rhcsis. 197l), pp. l;111.
'I hc inlbrmarion on rhis lcgend is takcn from Nha Trang's thcsis, pp. 2f i-2'i5, and
Nguycn Khac Vien. Tradi,ional Vier Nan $ietnamese Studics f2li Hanoi:
Foreign Languages Publishing Housc, l96t)). pp l8-lr.
A lor ofpeople who writc abour Vicr Nam say that the Chams formcd a matriarchal
sociery. The Chams Iived on thc sor.rtheast coasr of Virr Nam, funher south than
the Chinesc wcnt.'Ihe Cham kingdom..allcd ChamPa, was indepcndcnt for
foLrneen hundred years, unril conqucred and destroyed by Vietnamese kings in
the sixtecnth century. Actually. women never had great power in Champa. Al'
though mosr inhcrirancc was passed on rhrough thc mother, the rulcrs werc al.
ways malc kings and the throne was passed through rhe father's line. Chams
pracriccd Hinduism, and among rhe upper classcs widows wcrc burncd on their
husbands funeral pyres. See Georges Maspero, Kingdon ofCbampa, translared
by F. Embree (Yale: South East Asian Srudies, 1949).

Nguyen Khac Vieo, Iradirloflal Viet Nam, PP.28-iO.
Quoted in Nha Trang, 'fraditia"al Roles,p. )6.
Richard Coughlin, 'Thc Posirion of l(omen in Sourh Easr Asia," (Mimeo: Yale:
South East Asian Cultural Rcpon Scries, 1949), P. lt.
Coughlin. p. 3.

Nha Trang, p. 170.

The Lc Codes were morc lenienr. They gave fifty lashes. Nha 'frang, p. 2 24.

Nha Trang, p. 164.

Both are quorcd by NhaTrang, pp. 20, 29

Nha Trang, p.221.
Coughlin, p.7.
Quoted by Frances Fitzgcrald, Fire in the l"ale (Boston: Lirtle, Brown, 1972), p
161

Coughlin, p.7.
Nguyen Khac Vicn, pp. t0-53.
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My wisb is to ride tbe tempesr, tsme tbe uat)es, hill tbe sbarks. I want
to diue the eteny aaay to saue our PeoPle. I uill not resign myself to
tha usual lot of aomen ubo bou their beads qnd become concubines.

Tieu Thi Tittb, womon ubo led insunection
against the Cbinese in 248 A.D.

Thr tradition of women's resisrance in Vier Nam bcgins wirh rhc earli-
csr attcmpts to drivc out the Chinese invaders. Two sisrers led rhc firsr
narional ilsurrection, forty years after Christ was born. At that time,
the one million pcople who lived in Viet Nam suffered undcr the harsh
rulc ofa Chincsc governor named To Dinh.

The Trung Sisters

One sister, Trung Trac, became a widow whcn Governor To Dinh
execured hcr rebellious husbaod. Trung Trac came from a wealthy
family, bur hcr mother had taught her rwo daughters to be strong and
indepcndent. Trung Trac and her sister, Trung Nhi, bccame enraged
with the governor's atrociries. They called on rhe people ro follow them
in an insurrection against the Chinese. Trac refused to wear thc rradi-
rional mourning band for her dead husband so rhar she would nor pre-
scor a demoralizing image ro the people she was calling on ro follow
hc r.

Bur beforc the Vietoamese people would follow womeo as milirary
lcaders, rhe Trung sisters had to gain rheir confidencc. Trung Trac
succeeded in killing a tiger which had been well-known in the region
for being ao invinciblc killer. She used the tiger's skin as a parchmenr
for a proclamation urging the people ro rise up againsr rhc Chinese
invaders. Her courage in the face of the killer tiger inspired people to
follow hcr against rhc Chinese.

The two sisrers complemented each other's abilities. Trung Trac
was rhe strategist. Trung Nhi was the fearless warrior. Thcy issued a
call ro all people to share responsibility for leading rhe insurretion.
From rhosc who came forward, they chose J6 women, including their
mothcr. They trained these women to be generals.

These women led a people's army of 80,000 which succccded in
driving rhe Chincse out of Vier Nam in 40 A.D. Vietnamesc roday still
enjoy retelling how the Governor To Dinh cut off his hair, shaved his
beard and sccrerly fled the counrry. The army of thc Trung sisters
liberared 6i forrresses. After their vicrory, the peoplc proclaimed
Trung'I'rac, thc eldest sister, ro be their ruler and renamcd hcr "'I'rung
Vuong" (''She"king Trung"). For the next rhree years, thcre werc con-
srant battlcs wirh the Chinese army. The Chinese had more soldiers.



arms and milirary cxperience and finally defearcd thc Vietnamese in 4l
A.D. Rarhcr than accepr defear, rhe Trung sisrers chose the traditional
Vietnamese alternarivc ro maintain their dignity-they committed sui-
cide. [1]

The Trung sisters are not only Viet Nam's besr'loved heroes. The
uprising rhey led also marks the first insurrection in thc long process of
developing the Vietnamese narional ideotity. Thc Vietnamese people
guarded their narional dignity during a thousand years of Chinese
occupation by passing on the story of the Trung sisters by word of
mouth from one generarioo to the next. It's difficulr to know how much
of rhe legcnd exaggerares realiry bur we do koow thar by the rwelfth
century, the Trungs had become goddesses with temples built in their
honor. Confucian scholars tried to superimpose a patriarchal interpre-
tation onto their legend by giviog a greater role to the husbands of the
Trung sisters. But peasanrs and rebellious Vietnamesc dynasties re-
srored rhe Vietnamese version of the legend, Marriarchal priociples
officially became associatcd with parriorism when the Tay-Son
emperors (eighteenrh ceorury) gave two of the lcsser female geoerals
of the Trung Army honorary noble titles in a delibcrarc aoti-Chinese
gesrure. [2]

Today, afrer so many cenruries, stories, poems, and plays about
rhe Truog sisters srill glorify rheir parriotism aod courage as womeo.
Phan Thi An, a leader of thc Vomen's Union of thc DRV, recently told
visirors: "\i(e view it [rhe Trung rebellion] as an all people's movemeDt
under the leadership of women." [3] Every year with the rerurn of
spring, on the sixtieth day of the secood moon, the people of Hanoi
celebrate the anniversary ofthe death ofthe Trung sisters. [4]

Wornen led more than once

In 248 A.D. a peasanr woman named Trieu Thi Trinh followed the
example of rhe Trung sisrers and, again, took the initiative in leading
thousands ofVietnamcsc in a campaign to ger rid ofthe Chinese. In rhe
course of an argument wirh her brother, she made the pledge which is
still popular in Vier Nam today:

I will not resign myself to tbe ustal lot ofwomex ubo bow tbeir beads
ard become concubines.

Vomen and men fought under her leadership. Before her twenty-first
birthday, she had led thiny barrles and Viet Nam was again indepen-
denr. Bur independence was short-lived. Afrer six monrhs Trieu Thi
Trioh's army was defeated. Like the Truog sisters, Trinh commirted
suicide rarher rhan return ro serfdom. After her defcat, rhe Chinese
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tricd to discredir Trinh. Thcy portraycd hcr as a moostcri dcnying hcr
integriry as a woman. Among thc Chinese, rhe idcal woman was docile,
modcsr and flat-chested. Chincse portrairs of Trinh show her with
monstrous breasts thrcc mcrers long flyiog ovcr hcr shoulder as shc
rides on an elcphanr and grimly charges an unscen coemy. [5]

Nevertheless, the Vietnamese people continued to rctell the story
of her rebellioo wirh pride. In a list of the fivc major anti-Chinese insur-
rections which occurred beforc the final expulsion of the Chinese from
Viet Nam, thosc led by women make up nearly half. [6] Vietnamese
male parriots, in spirc of their privileges as mcn, have maintained an
idcal of women as fightcrs in order to opposc Chincse domination
which was so intertwincd with patriarchal domination. This tradition
cncouraged many anooymous womeo to follow the famous Vietnamcse
saylng:

Wben tbe enemy comes, euer tbe womer sbouldfght. l7l

While the Vietnamcse woman's place in the homc kept her sub-
ordinare to men, it also helped to maintain her identity as Vietnamesc
by isolaring her from forcign influence. Vhcn the invaders forced men
to join their army, the womcn maintained the Vietnamese rradition in
the home. They passcd thc culture on from onc gencration to the next
in songs they sang at work io thc rice fields, as thcy cared for their
children, and in folk dances. By maintaining pridc in Vietnamese rradi-
tions, the Vietnamcsc women strengthencd national rcsistance ro for-
eign domination.

In addition ro fighting for Vietnamese indcpcndence, women also
led pcasant uprisings against Victnamese feudal lords. Towards the
end ofthe eighteenrh ceorury, BuiThi Xuan, a woman, bccame famous
as one of ahe generals of a wave of peasant rcbellions that had
established a reformist dynasry (Iay Son). She continued ro fighr after
the Tay Sons fell. Vhcn rhc oew Emperor Gia Long finally capturcd
hcr, hc ordered that shc bc tramplcd to death by elephanrs-rhe tradi-
tional punishmeot against womcn who committed adukery. He fed hcr
hcan, arms, liver and lungs to his troops, belicving thar the remains of
this "exccptional" woman would imbue his troops with courage.
Today, in Haooi, there is a strcet named after Bui Thi Xuan.

Women's culture of resistance

Mosr ofViet Nam's eady records werc kcpr by Confucian scholars.
The histories they wrotc gavc the impression thar all women were coo-
tcnr to live their lives guided by the rules of chastiry and rhe "Three
Obcdie nce s. " Vrirtcn historics almost neve r mcntion wome n ar
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all-much less the fact that they may havc been dissatisfied with child
marriage, polygamy and other parriarchal cusroms.

But the rccord of Viet Nam passed on in Vietnamesc folksongs
tells a differenr srory-hersrory. Hundreds of songs composed by
women as thcy workcd in rhe fields ccho strong protcsts. This song was
typical of thosc which ridiculcd assumptions of male superiority and
demands for obedience:

ll/e /tooorable sisrers ore liAe a mass of botlders in
Heaten.

Hou could 1or loutEsters as small as mice tlitA of
disnrbing rc?

Cursed be yoa butcb of mice,
Wben this roch falls doun, yorr bones uill be crusbed. [al

They also prorcsted arrangcd marriagcs:

A youttg girl is liAe a piece of sitk it a marhet ubich
doesn't Arou in ubat bands it is going tofall. l9l

And they challenged thc practicc of forciog adult women to marry
young boys in order to provide chcap labor for the boy's family:

Bamp! Btmp! I tooh a uatl uitb m1 basbatd on m1
back.

Crossing a slallou spot, I dropped bim b1 mistaAe.
Hel fellou sisters! Lerd me a scoop,
I'll scoop tbe uater and get my iusbatd oat! ll0l

Other songs rejected polygamy:

If boryry, 1ou wo d be betrer off €arhg a baacl of
slcamore leaues:

Manj a mozogamois mat, stt! 4ua! /rom sbalinE o
busbarrd witb otber uomen. llll

There were other songs against the sexual repression that maintained
women as men's propeny. Thcy cxprcss thc probabiliry rhar the CoD.
fucian rules wcre oftcn brokcn:

And

Cbasritjt is tntQ uo*h a tltorsatd gold coins:
Cotnting from my ex-hubazd to 1ol, I bau ltad fre men
As for liuers tbail baue hed in seciet
A bandred of tbem ltate gatbered on mj1 belly as tbejl

uoald in a marAet. [l2l

Eren ifl am faitbfal to my busband, wben dead I am not
sparedfrom becoming a gbost.

Beitg a loose uomar, uhen dead I will be byried ir tie
feld jtst tbe same.

Ridinq tbe Te?rrqes, )1



Some women must have enjoyed open dcfiance ofthe rulcs:

Respecting the rule of fidelity, I baoe manied nire
ltusbands.

Rolling them into bal/s, I pat them in a jar wbicb I then
caied or a sboalder po/e wben I wett out.

Accidentally, tbe stpportin7 baslet saspended from
tbe pole broke, and the jarfell to tbe groard.

The nine btsbands craul€d out scalrering in ddferent
directions.

And some songs expressed the protests ofwidows:

Giuirg me ,ltree cous as offeings later, wbet I am
dead, my son,

is not as kird as allouing me lo remom) ,tou lhdt I am
aliue.

In the nineteenrh ceotury a woman Poet, Ho Xuan Huong, became
famous for her atack on the corruption and hypocrisy of rhc feudal
parriarchy. Her poerry escaped Chinese influencc more rhan any other.

[13] She composed her pocms in cbr nom-a languagc considcred
vulgar by Confucian scholars. She also played with words, reversing
letters in a way thar gavc a socially subveisivc dual meaning to many of
her lines. Lower-class women must have loved her poetry, because
Huong's poems survived for more than a hundred years before they
were published in 1914. [4]

Ho Xuan Huong was the daughtcr of a concubine belonging ro a
middle-level ofiicial. She herself had ro become a concubine, presum-
ably because most meo wcrc afraid to marry such a talentcd voman as
a first wife. [t5] She became a widow soon aftcr her marriage and
wrote a poem that dcnounced polygamy on thc basis of thc cxperiencc
she shared wirh thousaods ofVictnamcsc womcn:

One ude is covered b1 a qrilted blanlet, ubile one
uife is lefi it tbe cold.

Ctrsed be tbis fate ofshaing a commot basbatd.
Seldom do 1ot bau€ occasion to possess 1,our basband,

not euen lwice it one monlb.
Yott toil and eidt/re bardships in order to €arr, totr

steamed ice, and tber tbe ice is cold and taste-
less.

It is /iAe re*ittg your seruices for hire, and lhet receit'
ing no uages,

Hou is is lhat I bate lunted oat tbis uait,
I woald ruther saffer tbe fate of remairing snrnanied

and liue alone by myself. 116l
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She exposed the hypocrisy of monks who urged others to re-
nounce worldly pleasures:

Before tbe reuerends are big tray ofdelicacies,
Bebird tbem luA graceful nuns.

Vith these lines, she darcd to defend unwed mothers:
To marry and baue a cbild, bou banal!
Btl to be pregnarrt witltou tbe ltelp o/a busbatd, ubat

merit!
Vhile rhe feudal nobiliry presented thcmsclves as honorable and cour-
ageous genrlemen, shc focused on thcir privilcge and expressed hcr
contempt:

Ifon/1' I coald cbange m1 destiny and be a maz,
Iwo dn't conter2t myself uitb sucbfeats ofualor. [17]

Vomen like thc poet Ho Xuan Huong aod the Trung sisters were
clearly exceptional women. Bur rhe common women throughout Viet-
namese history passed their legends on with pride. Peasanr women
were by no means simply sorrowful victims offeudal pariarchy. Their
songs expressed thcir anger and also gave strength to their resistance.
\Vhile polygamy forced women ro competc among themselves in gain-
ing the artenrion of rheir husband, songs of women's solidariry show
that many women learned ro cooperate in the face ofoppression:

Let's leaue loyalty to tbe Kirgfor otrfatler,
And /i/ia/ pietl for our mother,
And Aeep loae for otrselttes. llSl
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Over the ccnturies, the hcroism of the Trung sisters was repeated
daily by rhc womcn who cndurcd and grew strooger as they worked in
the home to raisc families and in thc ficlds to raisc rice. Privileged
Coofucian gcntlcmen hold manual work in contempt. But those who
caonot live off thc work of orhcr peoplc, espccially peasant women,
understand and respect thc labor which makes life possible.

Kieu

The hcro of rhc national cpic pocm of Vict Nam, Kieu, has become
a romanticizcd modcl of womcn's endurance in rhe face of incrediblc
suffcring. Nguycn Du, an arisrocrar, wrotc rhis poem towards rhe end
ofthe cighreenth ccntury. Kicu sacrificcs her happiness wirh her fiance
and prostirures hcrselfto keep hcr fathcr out of jail-the model of filial
picty. Mosr of rhc poem narrarcs hcr misforrunes as a prostirute, con-
cubine, servant and nun. Kieu becomes the incarnation of all who arc
opprcsscd in Viet Nam as thc author cxposes thc feudal decay of the
eightcenth ccntury.

Nguyen Du portrays Kieu as the victim of an evil society, who, at
the same time, dcfics tradition with hcr shameless romanaic love. Afr€r
years of separation, suffcring and brief cpisodes of ecstasy, she is
finally reunitcd wirh hcr firsr lovc. Many Vietnamese today compare
the inevitability of the lovcrs' reuoion with the ioevitability of the re-
unification of Viet Nam. Aftet years of prostitution, Kieu insists on
maintaining a "spiritual" relation when she is finally reunited with her
original loverl

O/love and frierdsbip tbey fitlfilled tlte claims.
They wo d forgo one pillow and one tnat ,

yt tbel wo d sbare tle joys of song and uerse.
Tbel woald drinl wine and play a game ofcbess,
admiizg flouers or uaititg for tbe moon.
Their uisbes all came true as fate so willed,
ard of two louers matriag€ made tuo friends. ll9l

In Viet Nam roday, norrh and south, pcople everywhere can recitc
vcrses from Kiea by hcan.lVhcn playwrighr Perer Veiss visitcd the
Dcmocratic Republic of Victnam (DRV), hc wenr ro a hospital carved
into the side ofa mountain ro protcct ir against the bombs. A helmeted
woman was on dury ar thc cntrancc with her riflc in onc hand and a
dog-eared copy of Kiet in the orhcr. [20] A Viernamcse woman who
studics in the Unitcd States rcports that today women still identify wirh
Kieu and recire lincs from the cpic when they're sad and mourn rheir
fate. In Hanoi, I ioiocd huodrcds of pcoplc who filled the Workcrs'
Theatcr to cnjoy a dramatization of rhe classic. The costumcs and set
were traditional and very elaborate. The audicnce, enrirely engrosscd
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in the drama, called out warnings to the characters in danger aod wept
without reserve whenever Kieu suffcred another hardship. Klaz is not
only the oational epic poem of Vict Nam, it also ranks as an
ourstanding classic of world litcrarure.

Kieu's eodurance was definitcly heroic. But it was a rradirional
form ofhcroism thar is cxpectcd ofwomcn: self-sacrifice for family and
lovc. Cam Thanh, a wcll-known woman author in the DRV, explained
the limits of hcr heroism:
Kiea sbows uoman in all imaginable bumiliation, it all tbe srffer.
irgs tbat generotions of uomen baue endrlred. Literartre uas p/€.
pared to deplore ber fate. But rettolutiot uas zeeded to lift ber out of
senittd€. I2tl

Notes
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France csn dream again . . . of not only actittity necessary to its com-
merce, for tbe deoelopment of its industry snd cteation of outlets for
tbe futurc, but it csn also begin agait tbe noble civilizing missiot thst
bos always gioen it stcb a bigb place in tbe uorW.

-Rieunier, 
French administrstor in Viet Nam, 1864

It rook thc French armed forccs ncarly forty years to complete their
conqucsr of all of Vict Nam. Thcy firsI appeared off the Vietnamese
coast in 1847, rrying ro forcc the Vietnamese government to accePt
unfair trade arrangcments. Thcy also camc to Proaect Christiao mis'
sionaries. In 1818, they landed wirh three thousaod troops and ofhcially
began the conquest. Pcasants fought back and thcir rcsistaoce delayed
the Frcnch takcovcr. But the Vicrnamese king, who was corrupt and
more concerned with pcasant insurrections than with French domina-
tion, kcpt signing oc* rrcaries, granting more and more terrirorial
control to thc French. By 1884, thc Frcnch stabilized their domination
over all of Viet Nam and dividcd it artificially into thrce "countries" to
make their rule easier.

French colonialists tricd to justify their conquest by claiming it
was a mission to bring rhe "bcnefirs of civilization" to Vie t Nam. For
thc Viernamise people thosc bencfits mcant rhat the price of salt rose
five hundred pcr ccnr between 1889 and 1907. The average amount of
rice each person consumcd also dropped neady twenty Per cent
berween 1900 and 1913. [] French civilization meant additional suffer-
ing especially for women because the French used the feudal patri-
archy as a foundation for their colonial regime . Frenchmen did not try
ro )ustify the iocreasing misery of women in Viet Nam. After all,
womeo in France did not win the right to vote uotil 194).

Frcnch colonists boasred about the mooey they invested in Viet
Nam. But thcy didn'r menrion the fact thar thcy invested only in areas
that would make an immediate profit which they took back to Francc.
They drained the narural wcalth of rhe land by exracting the metal
ores, coal, rubber and rice that belongcd to Viet Nam aod shipping
them to France. Thcy cripplcd Viet Nam's ability to develop economi-
cally by oor allowing Viet Nam to trade with any country but France
and by forcing Vier Nam to bccomc a market for French goods. Thc
only indusrries thc French set up were a few small-scale businesses
manufacturing consumer goods to sarisfy the immediate needs of the
French settlers and to producc things ncccssary for their enterpriscs.
Vhilc therc was oo tax on the business opcrations or incomes of for-
eigners, taxcs that thc Victnamese had to pay increased five times.
Seveoty per ccnt of rhe rcvenucs from thesc taxes went to pay the
policc and colonial functionaries, and none wcnt to the benefit of the
raxpayers themsclvcs. [2]
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France was the birthplace of the slogan "Libeny, Equality,
Fraterniry." But French policies in Viet Nam assumed that the Viet-
namese people were not worthy of the same rights as Frenchmen. In
European eyes, this "Oriental race" was expendable. The French kid-
napped eighty thousand people to build a railroad to ship their goods to
porr. Twenty-five thousand of them died. []] Conditions io the coal
mines run by the French were so bad thar the French could not get the
Vietnamese to work voluotarily in the mines. They had to destroy dikes
aod flood entire villages in mine areas ro make it impossible for the
people to earn a living from farming, leaving peasants wirh oo choice
but to work in the mines. Still, they had trouble recruiting workers.
Fifty rhousand men and women died at work in the mines. Des-
rousseaux, Inspector of Mines, wrote a secret report addressed to the
Goveroor General in 1940:

The peosarrts will coxsent to go and uork outside tbeir uillages only
when tbey are dying ofstartarion. We mrsl tberefore aniue at tbe cott'
clasion that in order to extrica.te otrs€bes froru tbe difficulty of recrait
ing labor, ue masl se€ to it tbat tbe coaztryside is planged into
pol,€rt!. 14)

The French policy to "plunge the couotryside into poverty" was
successfully implemented. The average Peasant got poorer and poorer
as larger aod larger plots of land became concentrated in fewer and
fewer hands. Before the French arrived, the maximum amount of land
a court official could legally own was barely ten acres. By 1930, the
French had two-rhirds of the cultivated land io their control. Most of
the peasants had no land at all and were caught in a vicious cycle of
debt slavery. [1] The French demanded that raxes be paid in cash even

though they understood rhe traditional Vietoamese practice of Paying
taxes in crops. The few peasaots who still owned land had to mortgage
it to pay taxes at interest rates that went as high as 36)0 per cent. By
making the peasants desPerate to survive, the French strengthened the
haod of the feudal notables and used them to collect taxes and force
men ioto the French army and labor chain gangs.

Many Vietnamese novels and short stories Portray the miserable
life of peasant women duriog these times. Until hearing a first-hand

"aao,,ni, 
it'" easy to assume that the novels are exaggerated. [n one of

rhe most famous documentary oovels, [lben tbe Light Is Out, a

desperate mother must sell her daugbter to the landlord for one
piaiter, the same price she must Pay to a corruPt official to get an

official seal on a document that she needs to pay her tax. {6] The author
ofrhis novel was, in fact, documeoting real events, but placing them in
fictional disguise in order to avoid French censorship.

Tle Slat es ofS/ares 4l



Slaves in the fields

Nguyen Thi Dam was 76 years old in 1914 when she was inter-
viewed by ao Australian journalist. [7] She was living in the Viet Bac
region of the Democratic Republic of Viet Nam. Before her people
ousted the French, she spent forty years working for different land-
lords. Her husband died wheo she was 30, leaving her with a tiny plot
of land, two children and a debt to the landlord of fifty pounds of rice
and rwo piasters. The Iandlord demanded payment of 100 pounds of
rice as inrerest for the first mooth and another 110 pounds for each
month she did oot repay the debt. Nguyeo Thi Dam recalled:

I tied uery bdrd ta Bet worA and col/ect some rice bat euery moxtlt I
was worse off. By six months it was clear I coald neo,er pa1. So be tooA
our little plot of land. It was uery dfficult. . . .

She continued and tears welled up in her eyes with the memory:

. . . The onll tbing to do uds to go and uorA for the landlord. I and tbe
cbildren would be fed b* would get ,.o pay. For tbree ydrs I toiled
tbere and we were all in rags. . . . At tbe end of tbree years I could
stand it no /oxger. . . .

She went to look for work in another part of rhe district, but found
nothing, so she returned to her native village and worked for the big-
gesr landlord there.

. . , Tbe work was so hard, I tbougltt I must die. I had to get up at tbree
o'c/ock in the nzorfliflg and start pounding ice. It was work enoagb for
tuo or tbree People. . . . After tbat, I bad to go to tbe fields and it was
so darA I woald baue /os/ ny ua1 except for ltolding tbe baffalo by tlte
tail. It utas darL agair b1 the time I finisbed plougbing in lbe euening
ard bad ,o follou tbe brffalo bome agait. For tbat, there was a bowl of
rice and a little salt dai/1, for myself and tbe cbildren. . . . Sometimes I
would steal a little fislt paste-bide it betueen m5t tbumb and fore.
finger and licA it wltile eatirB rice. At nigbt I bad to clean ap the
hoase and if tbe landlord wasr't satisfied be u,'ould taAe his wbip to
me. . . . Myself axd tbe children uore ice sacks. . . . I had to carry tbe
manare oul lo tbe fields, ploagb, do weeding, haruesling and euery-
tbing froru three in tbe monting till ten at nigbt. Once wben I begged

for sometbing to ba1 clotbes, at leasl for tbe cbildren, tbe landlord
broagbt me twent!-seuefl pounds ofice. He p il on tbe floor and
said, "This is wbat yoa baue eanted. Axd I giue it to 1or!. B t as I baue
to feed yoar children, I to st laAe it bacA." And he took it away
again. . . .
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She described how the laodlord ate the besr quality ricc, fish and
chicken:

He uoald izuite Japanese or Frencb notables aboat once a mottb for
banqtets and tlte aillagers had to come and belp decorate lbe botse.
He had concabines too, bat tbeir life was rro belter tban oars. Tbey
were staraed and wbiq4€d. . . .

Vhen her daughter was 16, the landlord severcly humiliated her for
oot gathering enough weeds.

He utrencbed off all ber clotbes and flung ber bead-first into tbe fsb
pond....

After nine years, Nguyen Thi Dam left and went ro work for another
landlord who treated her slightly better. ln their prccious moments of
free rimc, she and her children straincd themselves to clcar a patch of
jungle. But to get from rhe tiny shack where she lived ro her jungle
patch she had to use a path a hundred yards long which led rhrough the
fields of the rich landlord she had worked for bcfore. On thc pretext
rhar her buffalo are his grass, the landlord seizcd the land that she had
cleared along wirh the crop.

After losing her land again, she returned to her husband's village
and tried reoting land. But thc rent was so high, there was nothing lcft
to eat. Her daughter died:

She needed ice, b* I coald gire her none. T/tere uere no clolbes eoen
to bary her in. . . . Sbe bad scarcell known a momexl's happiness in
ber lde. Slte was beaten by latdlords before sbe euen hneu ubo they

Hersondiedof starvation rhe followi ng year, l)44. Finally, thc French
bombed her shack, killing her granddaughter.

This old woman celebrated the signing of rhe Gencva Accords in
1914, when rhe French agreed to leave Viet Nam. A few months later,
shc witnessed the execurion of thc landlord responsible for hcr miscry
and her child's death. Vith the revolutionary govcrnment in power,
she also received a plot of laod, a buffalo to sharc with another family,
a three-room house and five good plaoks for a coffin. This allorment
brought her final sccurity aod was a great rclicf to her since one of the
biggesr fears ofold people in Viet Nam is to be buried naked without a

coffrn. Nguyen Thi Dam ended her srory:

If I baue dif/iczlt1 uorAing tbe land, tbey ltbe Peasant' Associationl
send someone lo belp me. For tbe frst time it my life I eat well . . all
arcund me people are bappl.IVe baue scbools bere. . . . Bd tbinBs are
jut begizning. You come bacA and isit us itt 4 lelr's tirrle and ya'll
see some changes.
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Madame Dam's story is not unusual. Mosr Vie tnamese pcasants
were either laodless or had so little land, rhey had to borrow just to
begin the season's planting. A sharecropper had to rent a buffalo at the
price of twenty per ccnt of his crop. So it bccame common for share-
croppers to hirch their wives and children to ploughs instead of renting
buffalo. Io 1941, a Vietnamese agronomist observed:

Thel bitcb to tbeir sboulders ropes padded witb pieces of tom mattizg
lest ,be lo/es cut into tbeir flesb. Becarse of tbe weigbt to be p led,
tbel are tnab/e to Aeep tbeir balance and mast tse a bamboo cane to
lean or. l8l

Women in plantations, mines and factories

The French wcrc proud of their profitable rubbcr plantarions. Mosr
of the labor on these planrarions came from indcotured servants who
were recruited from the poorest peasaot rcgioos. Conditions were so
brural that recruiting agcnts drugged peasanrs in order to get them to
sign up. The plantarions became koown as "hcllon canh" and workers
who tried to escape wcrc torturcd ro death. The figures in Tablc I
underesrimate rhe numbcr who died supplying French industrialists
with rubber becausc they only include those who officially signcd con-
tracrs. [9]

TABLE I

Plantatiott Years
Total nymber

of uorlers
employed tben

4t,000r9t7 -t944

19t7-r94,

19t7 -1945

l7,000

198,000

ubo died

t 2,000

10,000

22,OOO

Dau Tieng
(Michelin)
Loc Ninh & Minh Thanh
(Cexo)
Terres Rouge

By 1941, the French couldn'r rccruir enough rubber workcrs
through rheir normal means ofdcceit. Thc libcrarion movcment of the
Vier Minh had become roo srrong. So rhe French convertcd thc planta-
tions into prison camps and arbirrarily arrested pcoplc when thcy
needed more workers. Any complainers were shot on thc spot as Vict
Minh. By rhis time, sixty per cent of the workers were womcn. The
French designed a special torrure for pregnanr rubbcr workcrs callcd
the "upside down pot." The vicrim was forced ro dig a holc and lic facc



down with hcr stomach io thc holc as thc ovcrscer beat her. Eight out
of ren women miscarried.

A folksong expressed rhe grim rcaliry:

Ir's eas! to go ,o the ntbber plantations,
Bat bard to rettm /rom lbere.
Men left tbair bides, uomen tbeir bones. ll}f

French colonisrs also boasted about bringing indusrry to Vict
Nam. In fact, the Frcnch destroycd a lot of native handicrafts and
iofant industry. rVhilc thousands of Viernamcsc wore rice sacks,
Frcnch.owncd factories produced textiles for cxport. A Frcnchman
namcd Dupre owncd a hugc tcxtile factory io Nam Dinh. Hc bcgan
with only six hundred workers in 1900, but by 1937 fourtcen thousand
worked for him-mostly women. [l l] Mrs. Hoang Thi Ycn bcgan
working for the "wolf boss" when she was 12 years old. Her mothcr
landed thc job for hcr by bribing an intermediary. Yco recalls:

It was in 1920. Offoially the factory's worAdal was ffteez boars. For
most oftbe women uorhers, wlto liaed 4t sorv€ tea Ailorneters' distance
from it and uho went to wor| on foot, it ucs, it fact, a day of eigltteen
to rritete€n bous. I left bome before dawn only to come bach late at
nigbt, brohet bl fatigae. I co d neuer sleep as mtcb as I needed to or
euet uasb mlself, tbere being no Sutdays. Mg notber washed my
clotbes and stpplied me uttb meager cold meals-a batl of ice uitb
some sesome, plrcbed and crusbed togetber uitb solr-uhicb I ar€ il
secret at tbe mill, for no breaAs were allowed daring uorA time.

Duprc paid womeo only rhrec-quartcrs as much as he paid men.
All his workcrs reccived fines for tardiness, abscntccism, talkiog, doz-
ing, taking meals duriog work hours, breaking yarn and breaking
shuttles. Thc s,orkcrs cvcn had to pay for spare parrs and rcpairs on
the machines. Ovcrscers had only contempr for thc womcn at the mill
and compctcd with each other in manhaodling thc workcrs. Bcatings
werc commonplace. Hoang Thi Ycn conrinucd hcr description of her
lifc as a rextile worfter:

I got ?rotied at 18 and became o motber a, 24. I g4te birtb to Iotar
children, bat two of tbem died for want ofcare. Eacb time I uas deliy-
ered b1 a uillage midwife ot m! oun cbarge. Tbe factory bad at
inf;rnary witlt a single lyirg-in bed for some fue tborsand uomen
uorkers. To get into it, ole /tad to giae presents to tbe nsrses. Tbere
uas no malerrrit)l /eaue atd euery uor?.ot bad to find someone to
replace ber darilg ber absence uber sbe uas itt cbildbed. Mary) a prc-
s|ectiue motber, compelled to go on worAing, gaae birth to her clild at
tbe foot of the maclines. After cbildbirtb, yoang mothers uoald lturry
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back to te factory for fear thel migbt lose tbeir iobs. It was tbe same
tbing with tbe sick. The ll/olf Boss specified in one of his circulars tbat
the sicA uho co d not come to work sbosld setd in their resignalion.

There were no safeay precautions at rhe factory. Compensation for
the numerous maimings was unheard of. Mrs. Ycn cxplained why they
accepted such outrageous conditions:

Tbat uas horible. Btt one had to lit)e. ll/bat we feared uas teither i//-
trealment nor accident. lt was tbe loss ofourfobs.

The Freoch policy of destroying the subsisrcnce Peasant economy
worked to make people totally depcndent and desperare. Vhcn
Dupre's workers thrcatened to strike, he taunted them;

Listen to this: to lecflit 100 dogs is diffcalt, but I baue ottly to raise a

finger and 1000 coolies o/ lour race will come and replace 1ot.
ln factories, womeo's wages were consisteotly less than mcn's. In

1930, rhe average daily wage for a male worker was t.t0 Piasters and
for a female worker ir was only .31 piasrcrs. By 1916, during rhe De-
pression, the avcrage wage for a man droppcd to l.l3 piasters and to
. t7 for rhe average woman! [12]

1886: Polirical prisoncrs hcld by Frcoch
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Increased poverty intensified the humiliation of womcn. In a
famirc year, a man could buy a slave gid or concubine for a fcw pounds
of rice. The Frcnch commercializcd sex and transformed thousands of
tradrtionally modest womco into prostitutes. But it's important to re-
member that these same prosritutes were very skilled ar saborage. Ac-
cording ro Bernard Fall, prosritutes took crcdir for onc-rhird of all the
French posts dcstroyed by thc Viet Minh. {lll

Ho Chi Minh, the mosr importanr leader of rhe Vietnamese inde-
pendence movement against thc French and U.S. invaders, focuscd
one of his earliest articles on exposing the sadistic treatment of Viet-
namese women by rhe French. His 1922 article protcsred the rapc of
sevcral women and an cight-ycar-old girl. Hc urged in the same articlc
that their "western sisters in France" ioin a campaign to ease the suf-
fering of women in Viet Nam. But it was ro be a long tirne beforc
women in the Vest could identify with rhe problems of women under
colonialism.

The Vicrnamese parriots who protesred French policies often
found rhcmselves in prison. Cynical French adminisrrarors, in facr,
made jokes abour having "threc prisons for every school." ln 1924, out
of600,oo0 school-age childrcn, only 62,000 boys and 10,000 girls (rhree
per ceot of female children) were enrolled. By 1945, oinety pcr ccnt of
the womcn of Vict Nam wcre still illitcratc and only a handful wcrc in
uoiversirics. [14] French administrators cared cvcn lcss for women's
healrh than thcy did for their cducation. Thirty per cent of thc womeo
who died losr their lives in childbirth. Thc infant mortality rate was
thirty ro forty per ccnt. {l )l

Famine: two million dead

For decades, Frcnch policics had rcduced thc peoplc of Vict Nam
to a perpetual state of desperation. But they were responsible for un-
precedenred tragedy in Viet Nam during Vorld rWar Il. Thc French ad-
ministratioo, which was friendly to the Fascists, collaborated with rhe

Japaoese invaders. Thc French and Japancsc confiscated and burned
rice for fuel, forced peasants to plant export crops like jute instead of
rice, raised taxes and raidcd villages, stcaling all of their valuables.
Thcse policies were decrecs of mass murdcr in the counrryside where
people were already living at a bare subsistencc levcl. Two million
Vietnamese people starvcd to death bctween 1941 and 194! |

People continued to work eveo when they wcre eating only roots
and covering themsclves with only banaoa lcavcs or mats madc from
hay. Orhers lay out io rhe market area waiting to die in the hopes thar
some kind-hearted persoo would ootice them and bury rhem. One sur-
vivor wrore :
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My uillage sank deeper atd deeper into lhe morass of bunger and cold.
Eaery day some tuo dozer people died. Some died digging ap tbeir
potatoes in lbe fields; some died ol tbe roads wltile out beggittg; some
uent dowl lo tbe dver to f,sb ald fell irto tbe water. . . . 116l

Parents forced thcmselves ro deny rhcir children food, knowing that if
thcy dividcd the availablc food between themselvcs, thcy had a chance
to survive. lf thcy divided thc food cqually among the cntire family, no
one would have enough to live. And if only thc childrcn werc fcd, they
would soon follow thcir parcots to dcath anyway since they couldn't
survive on thcir own. A French official named Vespy wrotc:

Tbere are old people atd tbere are chi/drez. Tbere are met and
women, sbntnlen ander tbe weigbt of tbeir povertg and suffeing.
Tbeir bodies are near$ all naAed ald tbeir bones jrt oat sba6ing. Even
girls wbo baue already reacbed puber4 ald wbom one might expect to
sbow some embanassmerrt ore in tbe same condilion. Nou and agaitt
tbe! srop to close tbe eyes of those wbo fall reter to ise again, or to
srdp off onl Piece of rag u$ich is left bebind on tbeir bodies . . . ore
feels asbamed ofbeizg btmer. llTl

That samc year, in Augusr 1945, a gcocral insurrection swcpr the
counrry. On Septembcr 2, 1941, Ho Chi Minh issued Vict Nam's
declaration of independence from Francc.

Early feminism

The August Rcvolution io l!4J was the climax of political fermcnr
which had begun gcncrations carlier. Berween t90, and t906, while in
prisoo, an unusually well-cducatcd woman uscd hcr own blood to write
a poem in Chinese calligraphy recording rhc crimcs of the French
againsr rhe prisoners. Shc ended with these words:

All uomen shoald be urrited in tbe struggle against tbe Frelch
colo a/ists ir order lo straire.

Today, the calligraphy of this unnamed martyr is displayed in rhe
Museum ofRevolutionary History in Hanoi. There is lirrle other written
record of the role womcn played in thc many peasant rebellions against
the French. Bur wc do know, for example, thar in 1907, a woman inn-
keeper named Nguyen Thi Ba poisoned to dearh two hundred French
soldiers who were occupying her district. [8] Thc innkeepcr's feat
was no doubt part of a pattcrn of dcfiance and sabotage waged by
women throughour rhe countryside.

In the ciries, on the other hand, political activity focuscd on gain'
ing access ro cducarion. Most ofrhc womcn involved wcre daughters of
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middle-class families and the educatcd elitc, Frcnch money subsidized
the first women's periodical, awceklycallcd Women's Bell, in 1918. ks
editor, a widow, proposcd thar womco should be allowed enough gen-
eral educatioo to be ablc to improvc the pcrformancc of thcir duties as
wives and mothers. The qucsrion of equal rights for womcn was oor
considercd. The editor's stratcgy assumed that by cducating womcn,
thcir dignity would be ensured. Thcrc was no notion of developing
political power for womcn-a strategy which would havc forccd thcm
to confront French colonialism. Each issue of thc magazine cost 40
piasters. The annual rice harvest of the avcragc pcasant in l93l was
valued at 128 piasrers. [19]

By 1919, the French opcncd up rhc cducarional system ro womcn
who could afford it. Vithin rcn ycars, rraditional educators publishcd
oeady thiny new tcxtbooks for womcn designcd to prorccr womcn
from being corrupred by the "romance" rampaot in thc standard tcxts.
During that decade, about eight pcr cent of all Vietnamcsc womcn
were in school. Reforms in rhc city crcated a litcrate group of women
that neady cqualcd rhc number of prostitutcs crcatcd by thc impover-
ishment of thc countrysidc.

By 1926, somc ofthcsc cducarcd womcn organizcd, and cauriously
proposcd more radical changes. Io Hue, Dam Phuoog foundcd a local
group called the Huc Womeo's Labor-Study Association. Shc invircd
Phan Boi Chau, a wcll-known rcvolutionary narionalist, ro give thc
principal speech at the Association's opcning ccrcmony. His spccch
was moderate on womeo's issues and discrectly aoti-Frcnch. In 1927,
this ex-Confucian scholar wrote a rexrbook for womcn which proposcd
the eliminarion of somc patriarchal rulcs, Hc urgcd womcn to ioin thc
strugglc for independcnce by "marrying Vict Nam." Hc wrote, "This
husband is morc than 1000 years old aod yet docsn'r look old. " [20] By
1929, after somc ycars in Frcnch iails, Phao Boi Chau undersrood that
fcudalism, rhc traditional patriarchal family aod Frcnch colonialism
were all tied togerhcr. [n an cssay on "The ri(oman Qucsrion" he
urged that womco form collcctivcs to sharc labor aod cducarc cach
other. He also suggcsted thar women follow rhe rradition of Tricu Thi
Trinh (248 A.D.) and reject mariage or clsc bc surc ro marry a "com-
rade" oot a "husbaod. "

Thc stated goal ofthc rVomcn's Iabor"Study Associatioo l,as:

To btild for uomen o selse of self.detelopflent b1 means of teu
occtpationa/ sAills and uitbiz tbe bottdaries of botb Easten azd
lYestel tirtue otd ittelligetce.
The Association organizcd womco's classes in cooking, sewing, wcav-
iog and other skills considered acccptable for women. But they also
made a soft-spokco call for women to reicct the "Thrcc Obcdicnces"
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aod to travel. By 1929, eighty-seven women werc on the paid mem'
bership list, but there were many more followers. Dam Phuong
traveled to set up similar associarions in other cities and established
contacts in Saigoo and Hanoi.

In 1929, rhere was an upheaval wirhin the Hue Women's Labor-
Study Association. A woman named Nhu Man became the editor of rhc
Association's journal and challengcd rhe strategy that viewed skills
classes as the means toward hberation. Her editorials urged that politi-
cal organizarion for equal rights should be rhe focus of the Associarion.
Like Ho Xuan Huong's poems a hundred years earlier, Nhu Man's
articles artacked arranged marrtage , rules about chastity and occupa-
riooal resrrictions. She proposed socialism as a solution. Her articles
may have beeo a bridge berween urban middle-class women and the
thinking of revolurionary leaders like Ho Chi Minh, who had writtcn
articles in Paris as early as 1922 which called for women's libcrarion,
independence and socialism. One thousand copies of her iournal werc
printed,

Frcnch repression against the Associarion began for the first time
in 1929. The Associarion remained isolated and unknown to thousands
ofpeasanr women like Mrs. Dam and factory workers like Mrs. Yeo. By
l9ll, the French took over the organization and its pro-French chair-
persoo eodorsed the tradiriooal four Coofucian virrues for womcn. The
Association soon disappeared. Meanwhile, rhe misery of the majoriry
of lower-class women and rheir own rraditions of resistance gave birrh
to a oew womeo's organizarion. It's possible that thc most far-sighred
members of the origioal Association followcd the lead of Nhu Man and
took part in thc new womeo's union.

The birth of the Women's Union

ln 1929, a womao named Minh Khai had to leave home because
her pareots demanded thar she not go out at night. Hcr father was a
railroad worker and her morher a small trader. They feared their
daughter would bring scandal ro rhc family. Minh Khai couldn'r cx-
plain to rhem rhat she spent hcr evenings doing political work-organ-
izing people to challcnge French colonialism and fcudal patriarchy.
She was a mcmber ofone of the revolutionary groups that followed the
leadership of Ho Chi Minh in uniting to form the Indochinesc Com-
munisr Pary in 1910. Thc lndochiocsc Communist Party (lCP) set rwo
basic goals: (l) to fight against French imperialism ro gain narional
independence, aod (2) to fight against fcudalism to gain land for the
Deasants.' 'Ihe ICP incorporared rhe srruggle for women's emanciparion inro
irs fighr against feudalism and colonialism. Experience showed thar
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women's emancrpation was impossible under colonial rule, and thar it
was essential to the revolutiooary process. Ho Chi Minh often said:

Womex maAe up balf of society. lf wc,mer are rutt liberated, tben
sociery is notfree. I2l)

Minh Khai and other women affiliated with the ICP founded rhe
Viet Nam Vomen's Union thc same ycar thc ICP was founded. It was
the first national women's orgaoization ever to cxisr in Viet Nam. Many
of rhe leaders of rhe Vomcn's Union were also mcmbcrs of the ICP.
They entbusiastically supported ICP policy, which assumed that
womeo needed their own separate organization in order to concentrate
their energy on the srrugglc for women's rights. They worked to
include all working women in rhcir organization and orhers who were
not parr of the coostituency of the trade union and pcasant organiza-
tions. In 1910, heavy French repression forced the \0(omen's Uoion to
be a clandestine organization.

Their demands rcflccted rhe needs of pcasants and womcn who
worked in the factories:
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Reduce renls arrd interest rales!
Eqra/ wages for eqaal worA!
No dangerous worA for uomen!
Tuo montbs fulQ paid mdrerzir, leaue!
Doun witb forced marriage !
Doun witl polygam2!
Abolisb tbe babit of bolding raomen in cont€n pt ! l22l

These demands took thc form of slogans in hundrcds of demon-
strations and strikcs which challcngcd thc Frcnch colonial adminisrra-
rion in l9l0 and l9ll. In March 19J0, srrikcrs at one of the central
rubber planrarions disarmed rhe local French soldicrs and fellcd trccs
to erccr roadblocks. Vomen who had been rapcd by Frcnrh Foreign
Legionnaires blindcd thc rapists with a mixture of ashcs and lime. [n
spite of incredible material sacrificcs, rhe workers ar Nam Dinh rextilc
mill struck for three wecks. Pcasanrs supplied strikcrs with whatever
aid thcy could and joincd demonstrations demanding workers' rights
and laod for thc pcasants.

In two provrnces, Nghc Ao and Ha Tinh, Frcnch rcpression incired
the peasants to arm thcmsclvcs and forcc thc local funcrionaries to
flee. Thcy set up peasanr associations to rake ovcr local administrarivc
functions, crcaring ao embryonic form of revolurionary govcrnmcnr in
a tcrritory ofa hundred thousand inhabirants. The original Nghe-Tinh
Dcfcnsc unit included forty e/omcn our of a toral of l20. For rhc first
time in Vicrnamesc hisrory, lands were redistribured ro women, and
women took part in public mcctings and political cducation classes,
gainiog conrrol over rheir lives. Thc pcasanr administration, callcd rhe
Nghc Tinh Soviets, fell afrer sevcral months of inrensive bombings and
shellings by French troops. Although thcy had powcr for only a short
rime , thc Nghe Tinh Sovicts made a dccp imprcssion on Vietnamcsc
women, moving largc numbcrs of womcn ro join the \iVomen's Union
and rhe anri-French rcsistance. [23]

Frcnch administrarors rcspondcd ro rhe rcvolurionary challcnge
with brutal reprcssion: summary cxccurions, arrcsts, torrurcs, life
terms at forced labor, and death scntences, Nguycn Thi Ngia, an acti-
vist in the Soviets, was only 23 when thc Frcnch arrcsted her. They tor-
turcd her for information abour wherc othcr revolurionarics wcre
hiding. She cut off her owo tonguc, rarher rhan bctray her friends.
Beforc the French cxecuted hcr, she wrorc:

I'm going to die and I uisb a// tbe sisters ubo remain will continue the
str*ggle unti/ fie ret'ol,.tion st/cceeds and uomen gain eqaal rigbts
uith met.

Many leaders cscaped arrest thanks ro thc protccrion of peasant
women who hid thcm in their homcs. Vomen cadrcs had to find subtlc
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and discreet ways to organize orher womcn. Members of thc Vomen's
Union organizcd mutual aid societies for weddings and funerals-be-
causc social gatherings werc the only form of legal group activiry. At
thcse gathcrings, Union membcrs would find the most active and cn-
crgetic womcn and recruit them ioto the Union, which was an
uodcrground organizarion.

Vomen in the Unitcd Stases havc bcen very open about their per,
sonal livcs wirhin thc womcn's movcmenr. Sharing srorics of thcir pcr-
sonal herstory and pain gives them streogth. But womco in Vier
Nam, during mosr of rhc anti-French resistancc-aod io the Saigon-
controlled arcas before April 10, 1971-could not even know cach
other's real idenrity. Thcy met ar night, in darkncss, with their faces
hidden, usiog aliases and lcaving meetings separately, one by ooe.
This anonymity has becn an csscnrial protcction. If one mcmbcr is ar-
rested and tonurcd, she has linlc informarion to reveal. Also, village lifc
and a tradition of rcsistance have providcd the conditions for a cenain
solidarity among Victnamese womcn. Ttrey don't cxpcrience thc
samc isolation that scparares women in the United States from cach
othcr, becausc rhey haveo't lived under capitalism which thrivcs on
competition among peoplc.

The only period whcn the Freoch allowed the lVomen's Union to
function lcgally was during rhc time of the Popular Front Govcrnment
in Francc: 1936-t9}9. Thc Union opcnly organized the Dcmocraric
ri7omen's Association to opposeJapanese and German Fascism and to
demand dcmocratic rights for womcn. They organized reading groups
to sprcad parriotic lircrature, hcld rallics of thousands of womcn, and
gaincd somc civil rights. Vomen led strikcs against market taxes and
at thc Hong-Gay coal mincs, Nam Dinh Textile Mill and the Hai Phong
spinning mill. At thc Hai Phong spinning mill, thc boss was forced to
graot thc workcrs a fifry per cent wage increase, allow a ten-minurc
break in cach work shifr for womcn to suckle their babies, srop cor-
poral punishmcnt againsr womcn and ser up a mcdical cenrer in the
facrory for ailing women.

On May l, 1938, five hundred women joincd a mass rally in Hanoi.
Reprcsentativcs from the \tr(omen's Union spokc from the rosrrum,
voicing womcn's aspirarions for democraric rights aod their grievanccs
against arranged marriagcs and double standards. ThC speakers
explaincd thc spccific ways fascism oppressed womco. This mass
activity was really pionecr work io political action for women. Ir was thc
last maior activiry before rhc Vicby government took over io Francc and
rhcJapanesc invaded Vier Nam, insriruting new rcpression.

Bcrwccn 1940 and 194i, the ICP preparcd to takc political power
from the Frcoch. Thcy formcd thc Viet Minh, a coalition or front of
many groups which unitcd to cxpel the French and Japancsc from Vict
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Nam. Thc Vomen's Union organized the Women's Associarion for
Narional Salvarion, which became part of the Viet Minh. The Associa'
tion's membership was sccret, but women managed ro mobilize for
open dcmonstrations against high taxes, against the JaPanese coofis-
carion o[ the rice crops, and against the Press-gangiog of men into the
pro-Fascisr army-a form of kidnaping which the colonists legalized.
Beginning in 194J, women faced with starvation picked up sticks and
pitchfbrks to arm themselves against the French and Japanese who
ordered them ro plant iute instead of rice.

!n

\

II
{i I

..

t?

1
j
l

I

L. I



Women in thc Viet Minh

Ha Que , the curenr Presideor of the Viet Nam Women's Union,
described how the women organized to arrack a Japanese gunnery and
recover their rice:

ll'e organized teams for demonstralions. lYe neuer came ol tbe same
tifle. Bat ue came al different times from differext directions so tbal
tbe eneml didn't Anow bou mary people we bad, bow strong ue
uere, ll/e made tbem confased and uoried abott ubere all tbe uomer
uere coming from. lYe uere a/l ouer tbe tour. lye set tp commirtees
to tdke the ice aual, sotue to stop tbe Japanese soldiers, some demox.
slraled in front of citl ball, some cared for lbose uho night be
wounded. l24l

Although the \Vomen's Association for National Salvarion was il-
legal, its activities were supportcd by most Vietnamese people. The
famine and orher French/Japancse atrociries convinced rnorr and morc
women that their only means of survival was to ,oin the revolutionary
movement

Anh Tho, now a poe t and leadiog member of rhc Writers' Union in
Hanoi, was ooe of many womcn who joined thc strugglc at that timc.
She told me why:

My motberwas ole of J'ite wiaes. Sbe uas tie first w{e fut stffered a
/ot becavse sbe co d not giue birtb to a son soire of tbe cozca-
bines woald be expelled from tbe boyse if tbel didr't giue birtb to
sons. Tbel uoald starue. Motbers uosld tbrcu tbeir children ilto tbe
sea and tben jump it efter them.

I was deepl1 moued by tbe sigbt of cbildren with eltes blmed frorl
staruatiorr, jLSt sitting listlessll. Sometimes uben I opezed tbe door, I
wo d see 5 or7 people collapse, corpses in beops . . . .

I loued to mahe poems bat ,4) fetber didn't tbink I bad tbe capa-
citl. He b€ld me in cottempt and didn't le, me st,.dl pasr fie pimary
grades. Tie b€s, ua! of mahitg 4 po€m at rbat ,irve uas to dct-to
maAe tbe reuolation. Because of tbe bard life of pol1gamy, u€ made
the reuohtion. Tbere ues no cboice. I joined tbe Viet Minb because of
tbeir women's /iberaioz pmgram,,, . "

Some women, like Anh Tho, formed collcctives to purchasc arms
and transport weapons. They opeoed inns and restaurants to finance
the movement. They scrved as liaison, protcctcd othcr rcvolutionaries,
agitated among rhe enemy soldiers and served as spics.

Vomen parriciparcd in the earliesr armcd acrions against rhe
French. By 194), the first all-woman guerrilla unit was formed by Ha

Que , now Presidenr of the Viet Nam Women's Union and membcr of
the Central Committce of rhe lao Dong Party-thc govcrning party in
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the DRV. Over ooe millioo women participated actively in the anti'
Frcnch Resistance. During the war years (1946-19t4), the Vomcn's
Union grew to includc several million mcmbers. Several womcn's
groups who had stayed apart from the Union-religious groups, for
example-joined the oew Union in 1946. Thc ncw Union mobilized
women into the war against thc French, and protected women's rights.
Part Il ofthis book includcs a morc dcrailed account ofthese activities.

lndependence in the North-Betrayal in the South

By August 194), people rhroughout Viet Nam joincd thc gcneral
insurrection thar expelled both theJapancsc and French fascists. The
entire nation was frced. People in villages from the Chinese border in
the North to the GulfofSiam in rhc South bcgan to clect their own local
governmenr-Peoplc's Councils. On Scprember 2, 1945, Ho Chi Minh
spoke for all Viernamcse people as he read thc formal Dcclaratioo of
Independence from France. The Emperor Bao Dai, who had coopcr-
ated with thc Frcoch, abdicarcd and flcd from Hanoi. Ho Chi Minh bc-
came rhe Prcsidenr of thc Democratic Rcpublic of Viet Nam-rhe ncw
iodependenr republic that reprcscntcd thc cntire nation.

The French fought back. In l9tO, thcy sct up ao artificial counrry
whose capital was Saigon aod rcinstarcd Bao Dai as Emperor. By l9)4,
Bao Dai and his Prime Mioisrer, Ngo Dinh Diem, rcprescnted vcry few
Viernamcse but called themselves the official represcntativcs of the
"State of Viet Nam." After a oinc-year war, thc uniry and dctcrmina-
tion of the Viernamese pcople, combined with a dedicatcd and compc-
tent lcadcrship. succeeded in rhc decisivc defeat of French colonial-
ism. It was also a defeat for the U.S. govcrnment which was paying for
78 per ccnt of the Frcnch war cffort by l9)4.

After the French defeat at Dicn Bico Phu, represcntatives from
rhe Democraric Republic of Viet Nam, thc "Srate of Vier-Nam,"
France, rhe Soviet Union, the People's Republic of China, Cambodia,
[:os, the United Kingdom aod thc Unitcd States met in Gencva. Thc
Geoeva Accords recognized Vict Nam as onc sovcreign, iodcpendent
counrry. The Accords arranged for the tcmporary panition of rhc coun-
rry to facilirate rhe withdrawal and disarming of troops on both sidcs.
Viet Minh roops wirhdrew ro norrh of rhe lTth parallel and French
troops ro the south. Article Six srarcd:

Tbe military demarcatior line is prouisional azd sboald not in anj ual
be itzterpreted as corrstirding a poliricol or terrirorial borlrrdary.

The Accords promised thar frcc elections of a ncw govcrnment for a
reunified country would take placc in 1956. The U.S. was the only
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I haue neaer ta/Led or corresponded with a person kxowledgeable in
Indo'Cbinese affairs wbo did not agree tbat bad electioxs been held . , ,

possibly eigltt1 per cett of tbe population woald baue uoted for the
Communist Ho Cbi Minb. fp.341

The government of the Democratic Republic of Viet Nam in the
North persistently urged Diem to opeo negotiations for reunification
and warned him of the dangers of enslavement to Unired States domi-
nation. The people in the North began the tasks of reconstruc ting the
war-rorn counrry, creating a socialist society, and moving towards
women's emanciparion.

Meanwhile, in the South, the people faced mounting problems
under a new form of foreign domination: U.S. neo-colonialism. Diem
stayed in power by bribing officials with U.S.-supplied dollars and by
arresting and executing as much of his opposition as he could catch.
The Pentagor Papers provide overwhelming evidence that the U.S.
governmeot created and manipulated the Saigon regime. But even
Americao officials understood that their puppea government could oot
be successful. In 1960, the U.S. Embassy in Saigon made a special
report "On rhe Interoal Security Situation in Viet Nam":

Tbe sitaation ma1 be sammed tp in tbe fact tbat the gotetzmenl bas
leflded to treat the popularion wilb saspiciofl or to coerce it and bas
beex rewarded witb an atlitade of resentnzenl and apatbl. Tbe basic

factor wbicb ltas been lacking is a feeling of rapport betweet tbe
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member of rhe conference who refused to sign the Accords, but did
pledge ''to refrain from the use offorce to disrupt the Agreements.' '

The United States began violating the Geneva Accords before the
ink on rhem was dry. In September 1954, the South East Asia Treaty
Organization (SEATO) unilaterally put South Viet Nam under its "pro-
rection." ln November, the U.S. begao sending aid directly to the
Diem regime. By February l9ii, U.S. General O'Daniel took over the
rraining of the South Vier Nam Army-ARVN's predecessor. That
same year, Diem "dethroned" Bao Dai and declared himself head of
srare of rhe "Republic of Vier Nam. " In l9t6 iostead of holding the free
elections promised in rhe Geneva Accords, Diem set up concentratioo
camps and began a campaign of terror against all who demanded en-
forcement of rhe Accords. Nevenheless, hundreds of thousands of
people demonsrrated in Saigoo for the Geoeva Accords and againsr
Diem.

President Eisenhower kepr Diem in power by financing aod train-
ing his army. Ike sent the first U.S. soldiers to Vier Nam in 1956. In his
book Mazdate for Cbange, he explained why no elections were
allowed:



gouernnent and tbe pop ation. The people baae not identrfied
tbemselues witb tbe gouem.men/. 125)

Madame Nhu, Diem's sister-in-law, increased women's distrust
for that government when she founded the "Vomen's Solidariry
League. " lt was a paramilitary organization presumably dedicated to
gaining women's rights. In fact, the purpose of the League was to
mobilize women to persecute those who fought for Vietnamese inde-
pendence. Vomen who wanted their husbands to keep jobs in Diem's
bureaucracy had no choice but to join the League.

In March of 19r9, Diem declared a "state ofwar" against the Viet-
namese Communists " Vietcong " 

-defined by Diem as anyone who
opposed his dictatorship. On December 20, 1960, the National Libera-
tion Front was formed as a political organization that united the follow-
ing groups: the Radical Socialist Party-a party representing patrioti.
intellectuals; the Democratic Party-a party representiog independeor
businessmen who opposed foreign conrrol; the People's Revolutionary
Parry-represenr ing workers and peasants: organizations represcnring
trade unions, youth, women, peasants, students, writers and artisrs;
the Patrioric Buddhists Association; Association of Catholics Devoted
ro God and Fatherlaod; Association for rhe Moral Renaissance of Hoa
Hao Followers; rhe Movement for Autonomy of the Tay Nguycn Na-
tionalities : and others.

They issued a manifesto which explained that the NLF had formed
ro meer rhe desires of the Vietnamese people to overthrow Diem's
regime and ro liberate the nation from U.S. control. They organized the
People's Liberation Armed Forces (PLAF) as a regular army. Most
Vietnamese joined the struggle on the side of rhe NLF and rejoiced
when a coup overthrew Diem and Madame Nhu. The day of the coup,
November t, 1961, is still a natiooal holiday in South Viet Nam. By
1964, rhe NLF was close to its goal. The U.S.-approved Saigon regime
thar replaced Dicm was crumbling.

Massive numbers of U.S. ground troops and bombers came to the
rescue. By the eod of 1966, about a half-million American men were on
Vietnamese soil. The genocidal policies of the U.S. government
brought new misery to the people of Viet Nam-especialiy the women.
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Tbk k ny rifie [Gl bolds uP M'16]
Tbh is my gun [puts band at uotcb]
One is for killing
Tbe otber for fin.

-truining exetcise in U.S. Amty

Ol Alyusl 2, 1!65, duing a raid on Hoa Vang District and tortlt of
Dien Ban Disticl, in Quarg Nam Prouirce, Gl's gathered bandreds o/
uomen ix lhe courlyard . . . axd tooA tums rapirrq tbenz. Among lhe
tictins were manl old uomen of seuenll atd teexagers of ten or
tuelue. lll

Pcople around thc world havc heard about the massacre ar Son My
Village 

-some 
rime s called My Lai-on March 16, 1968. In thar district,

U.S. troops killed as many as five hundred civilians wirhin a few hours.
But it is not well known that before the massacre, troops of the Third
Airborne Brigade, 82nd Division, raped hundreds of womcn. [2] It
may bc hard ro believc reports likc these bur thcy become irrefutable
when the GI's themselves begio confessing:

I{/ben ue went througb tlte uillages and searcbed people, tbe women
wotld baee all tbeir clotbes taAen off and lbe men uosld use tbeir
penises to probe lbem to mahe stre tbey didn't haue anybing bidden
anywbere; and lbis uas raping, but it uas done as searcbirg. 13)

Sp/4Joe Galbally ofthe Americal Division reponed:

ll/e uent tbrorgh the uillage; it uas abort an eigbt-man palrol. lfe
enlered a bootcb Ut€asanl bomel. These People are aware of wbat
Ameican soldiers do to tbem, so taturalll tb€! tri€d ro bide tbe yrng
girls. ll/e foand one bidilg in a bomb sbelter in a sort of a basement of
ber boase. Sbe was talen out, raped by six or se?en people il front of
berfami$, ir front ofu and tbe uillagers. Tbis isn't jast one ircident;
this was jtst tbe first ote I can remember. I hnou of ten or ffteer sacb
incidenrs at least. l4l

No one should dismiss these crimes as "natural but uointended
aod inevitable conscquences of war, " because not all warriors are rap-
ists. There are vinually no verified repons of rape committed by NLF
or Norrh Viernamcse troops. To undcrstand rape in Viet Nam, we musr
return ro the U.S.

Getting away with it

Ralph Garofalo is a psychologist who treats rapists at the Ceorer
for Diagnosis and Treatment of Scxually Dangcrous Persons, Bridge-
warcr, Massachusctts. He implied, in his own crudely sexist manner,
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that men will commit rape if the y thiok they can get away with it:

Yel on the balance, lhe rapist is not an exotic freo6; in some cases bis
bebauior is merell an exrreme ,Tzantfestatior of tbe norrnal male sex
diae. I dot't tbirA tbere's a man worth bis salt wbo basn't seen some
chick walling by and wanted to screu ber. Tbe crucial distinction is
that lonnal men find a socialfi acceptable o*let for tieir desires,
wbtle tbe rapist loses atl sigbt of moral and legal corsiderations. lll

In Vict Nam, the U.S. Military Command made rape "socially
acceptable"; in facr, it was unwritteo, but clear, policy. Systcmaric
mass rape was a policy implemenred by coosistently covering up
reported rapes and by makiog it clear to GI's that they had no real necd
ro fear punishment. Ofcoursc, this policy was never socially acceptablc
ro the Viernamesc people, but they had no voice in the U.S. media.

Garofalo's equation-"the normal male sex drive" equals sexual
aggression-is, in rcaliry, a myrh. Ir's a myrh created by this violcnt
society where individuals can only profit at others' expense. It's a myth
that men are trained to live up to. In this way, sexual aggression be-
comes the rulc, cven though it's not a biological imperative. Sexual
aggression reinforces itself by keeping women in a subordinate
position-dependent on men for protection. When people accept
anorher myth-rhar women are naturally weak and passive-womcn
becomc casicr prey for men and are less likely to rebel againsr the
entire system of opprcssion.

Assertions rhar women are oarurally passive form pan of an elabo-
rate mosaic ofmyths which proclaim women's inferioriry. These myrhs
persist in onc form or aoother because rhey're convenient raiooaliza-
tions to justify and maiotain economic exploitation of women. For ex-
ample , rhe assertion that "serving as wife and mother is the highest
fulfillmcot of all womco's narural oceds" implies that all women
should be satisfied and happy leading "private lives" as houscwives.
But houscwork is moooronous menial labor which serves a public func-
tion-women's labor io rhe home supplies the ecooomy with billions of
hours of free labor-labor occessary to produce and maintain the
nation's work force. Employcrs' profits would be a lot lower if they had
to pay even minimum wage for all the hours of work done by the wives
of their cmployees-work which makes ir possible for rhese employecs
to be available and efficient at the job.

Employers in an economy based on profit also need a pool of un-
employcd peoplc, or rcservc labor force, whom thcy can easily hirc and
fire to do temporary jobs, low-paying jobs, undesirable jobs, and
strikebreaking. Housewives form the ideal constituency of the reserve
labor force because they're available for work outside the home and
they often havc useful skills. Belief in myths that "women's place is in
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the homc" makes it less likely that womeo will challengc thcir boss
whcn hc lays rhcm off or pays them poorly. ldeas about "womcn's
placc" or that "a woman can'r be happy unless she's sewing a man"
combine in a strong social pressurc rhat forces maoy womcn nor ro
"take mcn's jobs" or to earn as much as a man. This subordinarion of
women is also giveo as a flimsy compensatioo to poor and working-
class mcn. Thesc men arc systcmatically denied access to the basic
source of power in the United States: cootrol over thc profirmaking
resources of thc nation.

Other myths ruro realiry upside dowo ro hide or justify white
men's privilcgc. Ir's a lie that mosr rapisrs are Black men lusting aftcr
whire wome o. Historically, white me n regulady raped Black womcn ro
terrorize rhem into submissioo and to produce more slaves. Today, the
majoriry of rapes do not cross race lines. An accurate reading of
publicity about the rapes of whitc womcn by dark-skinned men rcally
exposes thc racism of the courts and the media, which try ro use Third
\i(orld men as scapcgoats for wome n's oppression.

In short, the rape which was rampant in Viet Nam was bred in the
Uoited States wherc it is not a problem of natural biology or psycho-
Pathology or a brcakdown of law and order. It is part of a carefully
woven ner of capitalism, racism and sexism thar traps all opprcssed
people-bur devours womeo.

Producing men

As soon as a young boy learns to speak in thc United Srates, or
perhaps earlicr, he begins to lcarn that "girls are not as good as boys."
He sees meo with powcr and women with nooe. He lcaros that "bcing
a man" is something to be proud of. Male pride is nurturcd by its oppo-
site-fcmalc adoration and helplessncss. ldcals of maohood in our
socicty rcguirc thar thc young boy lcaro ro srunr his cmorional growth.
"Crying is for girls. " They require rhar a youog man be aggressive,
compctitive, brave, even crucl. They teach that "you can tell thc mcn
from the boys by how many women thcy've conquered." Thcy rcach
that "all womcn secrctly want to be raped. "

Thcy also teach thar a woman's hclplessness aod graritude to hcr
"savior" makcs a man inro a hero. Susan Griffio, in an article callcd
"The Politics of Rape," points our thar chivalry is a "male protccrion
racker." The rapist may force a woman to depend on rhe "knight" for
protection. But the "knight" also takes advanrage ofhcr by disguising
his own sexual aggrcssion in more socially acceptable forms. Exccssive
courtesy and cootempt arc two sides of the same coio. [6] The samc
Marinc who "salutes a lady" may refer to a common woman as "Susie
Rottencrotch."



As a boy approaches manhood, the demaods to prove himself a
man cscalate. Variations on the games of "l-darc-you" or "chicken"
are endlcss. It's impossible for any boy to escapc thc influencc of
friends, homc, school, TV, and movies. The model is either John
lVaync orJames Bond. John Vayne is the "srrong sileor typc." Psy'
chologisrs write :

On tbe screel, lte doesn't feel comfortable uitb uomen. He does lile
lbem somerimes-God krous be's ttot "qteer," Btt d, tbe rigbt time
ard in tbe rigbt place-ubicb be cbooses. And always uitb bis
car/borse parAed diraetly o*side, ir/or whicb be will ide awag to his
more importazt business back in Marlboro coaltry. l7l
John Vayne in real life is a staunch supporter of Richard Nixon and
is proud to glorify the advenrures of the Grccn Berets in Viet Nam.

James Bood's image is a variation on the samc theme. He treats
women like sales itcms. Hc's cool, detachcd, indcpcndcot and non-
fccling. Hc kills with ease. Pcrhaps hc is dead insidc but externally
hc's livcly and charming. Not all mcn identifr with thc John Vayne/
James Bond image of manhood. Some arc drivcn crazy by it. Some
fight it. Third Vorld meo have their owo models of masculine superi'
ority like Supcrfly. Bur in varying degrces, rhcrc exists a bit of the malc
supcrsrar in cvcry man raised io thc Uoitcd Statcs.

Maoy whitc middlc- and upper-class mcn havc a chance to dis-
guisc their Vayne/Bond desires in a cloak of polite manners. They got
draft dcfcrmcnts and proved their manhood in college sports and
sororirics and later in aggressive busincss dcals. But the national habit
of "proving yourselfa man" was a convcnicnt tool in the hands of draft
boards and military rccruiters. They tried to convince draftees, most of
whom wcrc Third World and whitc working-class mcn, that to resist
the draft was cowardly and unmaoly. Doing your duty by serving your
country in Viet Nam became anothcr proofofmanhood.

Of coursc, many who werc drafted aod scrvcd undcrstood that
rheir digniry had oothing to do with fighting in Viet Nam. Thcy wcnt
because thcy faced the choicc: join thc Army which "is after all a job
and promises to teach you a skill" or go to jail. A Black rcportcr in Vict
Nam did a survey in 1970 of Black eDlisted mcn and found that seventy
per ccnt of them namcd Malcolm X as thcir hero. Sixty-four per ccnt
believed thcir fighr was in the United Srates, not in Viet Nam. Thou-
sands of mcn were ahrowo io srockades and brigs bccausc they chal-
lcngcd the military machine. Since 1963, a half-million GI's receivcd
dischargcs "undcr less thao honorable condirioos." In 1972, Black sol-
diers rcceived twenty-onc per cent of all Bad Conduct discharges and
rhirty-thrce per cent ofall Dishonorablc dischargcs. [8] Black men took
thc lead in rejecting the pressure to perform as dictated in Viet Nam,
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Timcs Squarc, New York Ciry

and a oumber of white men, espccially thosc coming from poor urban
familics, joined the m.

ln spite ofthe harsh peoalties, two hundred thousand meo became
fugitives rather than go to Viet Nam. As early as 1964, Malcolm X
urgcd Black meo not to fight Uncle Sam's wars, bur to fight for Black
liberation. lo 1965-1966, SNCC, the most milirant civil-rights organiza-
tion, popularized the slogan "Hell No We Woo't Go," and by 1967, the
anti-drafr movement incorporated thousands of people, borh Third
Vorld and whirc.

Bur many of those who mosr identified with the Joho Vaync/
Jame s Bond image of manhood voluntarily e nlisted in the U.S. Armed
Scrvices. Those who joined the Marincs present the most extreme
cascs:

lYler I /ooA back on it I caa see tltal I wamed to go to wqr because /iAe
most little gay, we u€r€ the prod,rcl o/ seeirlg bottle, J obz Wayne atd
all tbat lind of tbixg atd yot ll)i?rA il's cool. Ard thex yu want to go
and see ubat it's all aboat and be a bero. That was in my mind wbex I
g<tt oaer, I uanted to be a bero.

He continued:
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Ard I alway wondered, like if I didn't go if it was jast because I uas
afraid to go. . . . I t may seem foolisb . . . after I got to Viet Na.tn and uas
in contact, I realized bow foolisb I was-to tbink, ya hnou, that my
reason was to find out, "Am I gorrrd. cbicket o ?" l9l
Anorher Marinc explained thar his friends said "Join the Marincs if
you wanr ro be a man"-"so I did." [10] Going to Vier Nam, for many
young men, became a kind of iniriarion rite-a way ro earn a place in
rhis society as a man. Maoy said rhar rhey had to prove that they could
face dcarh "withour shitting in our pants. "

Training

Before going to Vie t Nam, GI's may sit through some hours of in-
doorination classes which teach that rhey will be fighting, perhaps
dying, for democracy in Viet Nam. But even the trainers musr know
rhar only those soldiers who are totally blind to reality can rake the Iine
seriously after a bricf rime io Vier Nam itself. In fact, by 1970, only
fourteen per cent of the Black soldiers and rwenry-one per cenr of the
white soldiers believed rhat rhey were fighting to build democracy in
Viet Nam. {l ll The kind of training new recruits undergo shows that
the Pentagon has discovered rhar if you can't motivate men to fight for
an unjust cause, you can motivate them to fighr ro assen rheir racial
and sexual superioriry.

Once in training, all GI's, whether volunteers or drafrees, face a
total onslaught from rhe he-man-making machine. The Army totally
isolates new recruirs from the ourside world for rhe first eighr weeks of
basic training. They shave their heads. They uniform and drill their
bodies. They assault their identity. Drill instructors call rhem
"sweetie, shithcad, fatboy, creep or faggot" until rhey provc them-
selves as men by becoming killers who seem ro enioy killing. A drill io-
structor in San Diego yelled to a platoon that wasn't clicking irs hcels
loud enough:

Yot/ uarzt lo marcb on ltotr toes li6e 1oy bat,e a banch of bigb beels on?
OK ladies tbat's just f;ne, pat lour orrn ap liAe yot're bolding a purse.
Nou gel on y)r./r toes and repeal after m€ Isuilcbing to a higb falseltol
" We're a btncb of girls and ue can't mdrcl1. " [12)

Vets remember thar if they referred to other GI's as "guys, " they
were ridiculed: "Ve don't have any guys in this army, Sweetie , only
men.' ' lf the ncw recruit mistakenly called his M-16 a "gun, " he had
ro recite the ditty that opens this chapter about the difference between
a rifle and a gun. If he didn't rhrusr his bayonet ioto the dummy with
enough spirit, they called him a "pussy." If he was repulsed by
graphic recommendations on cutting our someone's guts, they told him
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to "go home to mama." The brutalizatioo proccss skillfully manipu-
latcd idcas which are full of contempt for women. To be a man, a GI
had to hide his humanity and become more or less schizophrenic, de-
pcnding on how much hc rcally believed his indoctrination. Trainers
had the advantagc because they could coovioce rhe recruits thar brural,
ity was a matter ofsurvival. A vet recalled:

Wben lou made mislakes, $e1 screamed, "Yot're no! goittg to lioe
tllr€e minutes ouer there,loa idiot." And I believed tbem. llSl

Aftcr four weeks of basic training and harassmenr, the recruit gers
a chance to provc hc is somebody, the chance to prove himsclf on the
riflc rangc. Now, insread of being ooly a vicrim of bruraliry-the bru'
taliry of his drill instructor-hc can become an agent of brurality. Thc
enemy rarger was the "gook. " Drills focused on a "hostilc and inferior
race" as thc enemy and nor on hostile ideologies.

Vhirc drill sergcants could easily draw from an infinire variety of
white suprcmacist myths which reflect and reinforce the oppression of
Third Vorld people insidc as wcll as outside the United States. Sincc
the earliest days ofslave trade, white meo's prosperity has depended
on the denial of Third Vorld people's right to sclf-determination.
Racism is built inro the imperialist system so that Asian, Black, latin
and Native American people face sysrcmaric discriminarion in jobs,
polirics, thc schools, thc courts and in housing,

Third Vorld womco carry thc triple burdcn of racial, economic,
and scxual opprcssion. For example, a Black woman usually gets the
lowcsr'paying jobs and ofren can ooly survive with rhc aid of Vclfare
Bur the Velfare Dcpanmcnr tries to dictate evcry intimate detail of hcr
lifc-cven forcing hcr to sign papers autborizing her own sterilization
Thc white rcal'esratc industry forces Black peoplc to live in ghetrocs.
But when Black peoplc c/toose to livc with each other and are proud of
thcir culture, racist politicians call them "fanatic separatists" or "cul-
turally dcprivcd." Vhite police occupy and terrorize Third World com-
munities io thc ghcttocs of thc U.S. in much the samc way that U.S
troops occupicd Viet Nam.

"Mere Gook Rule"

Killing in Vier Nam came easier to the killers who thought rheir
vicrims were not quite human: "gooks, dinks, slopes" wirh slanted
eyes and maybc "slanted pussies." Many ignorant men lookcd for'
ward to finding our how it would be to "screw" a woman who was the
subject of so many racist jokcs about her vagina opening cross'ways.
Few spoke of the Victnamese as people. They were jusr numbers in
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body counts. CorporalJohn Getmann, Jrd Marine Division, explained
the racism ofthe sysrcm:

Wben somebody asks: "lYby do yot do tbis to people?" lotr answer
is, "So wbat, tbey're /rst gooAs, tbe!'re not people. It doesn't maAe
an1 ddferetce ubat yott do to tbem; tbe!'re not buman." Atd tbis
tbing is bilt into 1o,., ir's ,brust into lour bead from tie ,nom€ lot
waAe up in boot camp ,o tbe momevt 1ot wake ap uhen 1oa're a
citi/ian. Atd it's a aery bard thing to /ry ,o forget abot, it. It's abo t
tbe on$ way I can pr.t it, it's-tbe! male 1ot uan, ,o kill. Tbeir wbole
thing is Ailling. Yo!'re not to qr.estiorr, toa're ,rot stpposed to ask uby.
If Wl're told ro Aill, yu're to Aill, lL4l

Vheo a GI tricd to srop scvcral buddies in the proccss of raping a
Viernamese woman. rhey brushcd him aside wirh, 'Vhat are you wor-
ried abour ? She's only a gook ! " Thc jargon of Army lawyers expresses
the same racism. Thc MGR-or "Mcre Gook Rule "-is the unwrirreo
law rhat nearly guaranrees an Amcrican soldicr his frccdom if charged
wirh raping a Vietnamcsc woman. Il1l

The attitudes and training of recruits to the People's Liberarion
Armcd Forces, rhe milirary organizarion of thc NLF, staod in stark
contrast. Recruits rcccive a polirical education designed to make them
understand thcse basic principles: (l) Vhy do we fight? Because we
are opprcssed and want to lcad a deccnr lifc frec of foreigo oppressors
and feudal cxploircrs. (2) For whom do wc fight? All peasants, workers
and oppressed people throughout thc world will bcncfit from our vic,
tory. (l) \Vc, the poor and cxploited, should have thc power in society
and be proud ofour work. (4) Vicrory is cerrain.

It is PLAF policy to give peasanrs, who havc beeo traditionally
held in contempt, a scnsc of digniry and srrengrh. Onc regimental
political offi cer explained:

l{/e reject th€ cor,cept tbat tbe masses are simpfi "cantot fodder"
wbo wi// blindQ follou tlteir leader. . . . Iye warl, p€ople wbo hnow
exactb ulb! tbel do ultat tbel do, ubo act togetber when tbe occasion
demaeds, bu eacb ofubom is a separdre being bringing bis/ber own
expeience, intelligence to bear ol tbe concrete problems to be so/ued.
Tbis males anity a creative, lit'ing cor',cept ond ,rot jts, a slogai. 116l

After fiftccn days ofpolitical educarioo, rhc rccruir receives a gun. But
the cducation continues in thc form of daily scssions in which all
activity-including what officers do-is discussed and criticized. The
soldiers arc cvaluatcd according to srandards rhat havc oorhing to do
wirh the asserrion of manly or racial supcriority:

Complete identtf;catiott uitb rbe p€ople it any area wbere oar tloops
ar€ slationed or operoting is an absolute imperati?e and atyone in.
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uoloed ir the slightest iolation of tbe ''uby and for ultom" concepl in
relations witlt tlte people uo d be seaere$ citicized, We are a
people's army, deuoled to belping tbe people lbemselues srccessf ll
cdrry ott /heir ret)ohlion.

Thc test of Viet Nam

Oncc in Vict Nam, most GI's became numb to the killing and
developed an elaborate cynicism to shield rhemselves from doubt and
guilt. A vet named Kirk reported:

I didn't feel it llilling) was traumatic. I mean, I was, jtou Anou, 1oa're
readl for il, you Anou, ltou see W, moties all yoar life. Yot Anou ubat
lo expec/.

Kempton, anorher ver, even found plcasure in killing:

Yeah,I wanted tct lill, I real$ did. . . . I ran out tbere uitb m1 ille and I
uas just a// snile.s /rom ltere to ther€ . . . metlall! it uas like a good
,ine, a good pdrt!, 1or know, liAe this is parg time, ler's Bet goin{.
That's tbe way I felr. lr7l

Tcchnology made it casicr for somc to kill. GI's reporred how pull-
ing rhe rrigger bccamc auromatic and required no rhought. But many
soldiers maintained a sense of humanity and killing brought them to a
state of moral crisis. Somc cried. Some weot mad, Many killed ooly
when it was absolutely neccssary for their own survival. As the war
dragged on, resistance ro participating in the slaughter gained momen-
tum. Soldiers wore butrons with peace signs, with guns pointing to the
earth, and with slogans: "No Vietnamese ever called me nigger."
Murinies made headlines, but there wcre thousands of men who
quietly withdrew from rhe military efforr. Many rurned ro heroin, espe-
cially rhose srarioned in rhe rcar. Others felt sorry, but were ashamed
ofrhese feelings;

I felt sorry. I don't hnctu wb1' I fe/t sorry. Jobn lYaye neuer felt
sorry. [18]

The GI jargon thickened rheir shield of cynicism. White phos-
phorus, which conrinucs burning flesh unril it hits bone, was called
"tWillie Peter. " They called 2000-pound bombs "daisy cutters. " They
called torture by elccrric shocks from a field relephone "Bell Telephone
Hour. " The y named their raoks: "Cong Au-Go'Go, " "VETSU' ' (We
Eat This SruffUp), and "Saigon Tea." The l2rh Air Commando Squad-
ron ar Bien Hoa was rcsponsible for defoliating miles of Vietnamese
land. Their proud motto was, " Only you can prevenr forests ! " [19]
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Cdling cerds ofunits in Vict Nam

A -fapancsc reponer described a moving sceoe where cynicrsm
was combioed with the emotional iovalidism ofJames Bond. During a

search-and -des rroy mission, G['s would geoerally invade villages and
homes. destroying lives aod anyrhing rhar could support life. It took
one Gl only a few minutcs to wreck everything a poor peasant owncd.
As he threw away the family rice supply and was about to hurl the only
remaining jar to the ground, a young woman pleaded with him through
her tears, "Please stop, ir's a special relic from our ancestors." He
stopped, bur only long enough to remark, "What a pretty girll" and
then resumed his dcstrucrion. [20]

Rape as terrorism

Rape is lot a crime ofpassion; it is an act ofaggression. f2ll
From rhe distressingly long lisr of cases, it's impossible to know

the exact personal motive of each rapist. But the general motive for
rape as rhe milirary policy of an aggressive army is clear. Terrorism is a
classic counterinsurgency ractic against people's war. Rape is a classic
acr of rerrorism which nor only serves the political function of intimidat-
ing a rebellious population, but also allows rhe rapist to reassert his
manhood. A conscious policy of counteriosurgency made rape in Viet
Nam standard operating procedure aimed at terrorizing rhe popularion
inro submission:

I sau one case wber€ a uon at was sbot by a sniper, one of oar snipers.
l{/ben we got ap to ber sbe uas askirg for water, Ard tbe lieutenant
said ,o Aill ber. So be ripped off ber clothes, tbey stabbed ber in botb
breosls, tbq) spread ber eagle ard sboued an E tool lertrencbing) ap
ber uagina, and sbe was still asAing for water. And tben ,/)eJ) tooA tbal
oat and tsed a tree limb ard tben sbe uos shor. l22l

T/te Polxics of Rape in Vet Ndn t-l



Sp/, Doo Dzaguloncs, Amcrical Division, testified to the torture of vil-
lagers thought to bc sympathcric to the NLF. Most of thc prisoncrs
were womco, children and old men:

Tbey brougbt in a uoman prisoner ubo was alleged to be a sp1. Tbel
continted tbe interrogdtiot ii a bsnker and sle uouldn'l talA. I don'l
tbinA slte euen gave tbem her tame. So thel stripped off ler clotbing,
atd tbel tbreateted to rape ber, uhicb bad ro effect on ber at all. She
uos lery stoic. Sbe jast stood tbare ald loohed at tlem deJtantll. So
they threateted lo btrt ber pabic lairs . . . she caugbt ot fire and ue
irto sbock , . . tbel gat€ ,/1e medics instractions lo take ber to t/te
bospital ander tbe pr€r€xt ofbeiflg in a coma from malaria. l21l
On Scptembcr 16, 1966, soldiers ofthe 2ith Infantry Division starioned
in Ben Luc and Go Den (Long An Province) rounded up rwo hundred
women and took turns rapiog rhem. That same month, fishermcn from
Cai San and Cai Con found thc naked bodies of ninety-seven women
floating io thc river. {241

Iiapc as revcngc

The Marines, "Leathernecks," have a battle psalm:

Yea, tboagb I walA tbr<tugb tbe aallel of tlte sbadow of
deatb,

I will /ear no euil;
'Crz I'm tbe tougbest mttha in tbe valley. 121)

But soldicrs in Vicr Nam were afraid. They were also frustrated. They
rook this fcar and frustration out on the people, especially rhe womcn.
G['s werc unnerved by rhe facr rhat they couldn'r distioguish between
the "eoemy" aod civilians. Booby traps caused the majoriry ofcasual-
ties and a good deal ofthe deaths in Vict Nam. Any Victnamese, cven a
child, could set a booby trap. Mosr booby rraps are arranged so that the
victim acts as his own executioner. They're traps for "boobics," for
fools. [26] Gl's respondcd with hatred:

I bete gools . . . and of cotrse tbe onll wa1 you covld detennine ubo
bated tbem tbe most uas bou n,7n! tin es 1oa beal tbem or Ailled tbem
or raped tben or some/bir7 li6e dr. l21l

The NLF also challenged the GI's by setting ambushes. In
conventional war, the aggressor sets the time and place of battle and
the vicror is rhe one wirh the mosr firepower. But NLF guerrillas re-
fused to allow American invaders the optioo of initiating battles. The
U.S. soldicr nevcr could be sure when the enemy would strike. Hc was
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highly visible. His opponent was invisible. Sensing that most civilians
were sympathetic to the NLF, the American GI was consranrly aware of
his vulnerability.

Sometimes, liberation soldiers would demoralize GI's by deliber-
ately making rhem feel likc hclpless objects. They would speak to the
foor soldicrs, "grunrs," in English ovcr loudspeakers about U.S. battle
plans that the grunrs hadn't bcen briefed on. Nervous GI's understood
that the PLAF could have just as casily shor them as spoken to them.
One Marine rcportcd:

Tbis NVA soldier goes "Good Monting, Maines." A lot of sbit tbey
did just to fitcl rp yotr bead. I meat, tbel mrsl baue bad a cltance
before tbat to real$ zep son€one. Tbel did tbis shit jrst to scare ,be
facl out of 1ot. , Eueryote ficking flies out of tbe trenches witb
tlteir ifles. Tbel're expectitg attacA. Fucbing gooA is probab$ laugb-
ing bis ass off in tbe bubes. l28l
Humiliated GI's took revcoge by humiliating women:

One tbing tbot uas mole or less a jole . . . and it utodd get a laugl
erery time fom somebodl, was if ue uere mouing tlrczgh a aillage
and there uas a womon plesen!. Her clotbes, at /east tbe top balf uere
irt npped lofll. I't,e seen tbat bappen ard dore it seueral times. . . . It
onll tales one hand to ip tbose lind of clotlirg. 129)

Tbe Poh,ics ofRaPe in Viet No,a
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L/Cpl Thomas Heidrman continued to explain that after a woman's
breasts were exposed, she would be shoved aside into a ditch and in
John Vayne style, "V/e'd iust keep going."

45,806 GI's died in combat in Viet Nam. Another 47,000 died from
"non-hostile" causes. Three hundred thousand were wounded in
action. Some GI's did nor recognize thar they had been ordered to in.
vade Viet Nam by the President of the U.S. They blamed the Viernam-
ese people. One GI paraphrased the thoughrs of a rapist before he
mounted a terrified Vie tnamese woman:

. . . 1ou dtrt.1,b ch, 1ou l led wilson and ya Ailled Veber and Cctx

and Rotger utJ Be// a'nd 1ou got me od here azd tooh what m1 brddies
are doing. Ibatetbiswarandit'syourfa tI'm bere. l30l

\Women suspected of fighting for the liberation forces were called
"Vietcong Vhores" and would be subjected to "gaog bangs" wheo-
ever captured. Vers testified ro raping women after they were dead.
Troops of the I lth Armored Cavalry used an automotive grease gun to
rape a dead woman and joked that rhey had "packed her full of
grease." l3l l

Vhen he felt his manhood threatened, the G[ would also rreat his
ally, the ARVN soldier, with incredible brutality. For example, afrer
receiving consent to ride in a U.S. truck, a legless ARVN soldier
touched rhe lcg ofa Marine in gratitude. The Marine recalled:

The little slope grabbed me b1 the leg. And I bad been in tbe country
long enoagb to Anow that most of tbem are qr/eer. Tbel bold bands and
stlff. Atd this sort of irhs most Marines and soldiers. And we're told
thal i/'s a Vietramese custom, wher ya're fierdfu yoa sltoald bold
bands. So ,bey ,ry to bold a lot ofgays' hands. So tbe! efld 4p SettinB
beat bloody. The gry grabbed my leg. So I got mad. I wasx't ix a good
mood lhat morning and I wbacled him. Ard my baddies grabbed bis
crutches. And I said, "Go!" So ue tooh off. We lhreu bis crulch m o
ice paddl ard uent anolber 150 lards and threu tbe other crulcb and
lben out he uenl. H€ was screomixg and crying and begging ts. "Oat
yoa go." We a// bad a good laugh abo,/t thot. 132)

Some rapisrs wcrc not intentionally applyiog a policy of terrorism
or reveogc. Some had just bccn trained ro think that rhis horror was
fun. A soldier named Eriksson wirncssed the kidnapping of Pham Thi
Mao, l8 years old, by four GI's. They took her from her village so that
she could scrvice rhcm on a five-day reconnaissaoce patrol in Bong Son
Valley. Thcy forced her to carry their baggage and after they are and
rested, the sergcant announced that it was "time for recreation." All
four repearedly raped hcr and then resumed their patrol. When night
fell, rhey rapcd her again and then shot her. []ll
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Perhaps the most barbaric rapes were rhosc spccifically intended
to destroy furure generations. In thc course of a swcep of Mo Cay Dis-
rricr, Ben Tre Province, early in 1971, GI's raped to dearh five school
girls. [34] Torrurers also deliberarely thrusr sricks wirh sharpened
ends, brokcn Coke bottles, and elecrric bulbs inro the vaginas of
captive womcn to make it impossible for rhc victims to bear chil-
dren. [3i]

"It was the rape that made me see the true face of the war"

A Vietnamese woman from a middle-class Saigon family is now
in Canada working with the Union of Vietnamese in Canada, a group
rhat has suppoted rhe liberation struggle. Unril about 1970, she had
supporred Thieu aod rhe Americans. It was the rapes that made her
change hcr mind.

In some societies, women who have been raped are outcasts. The
policy in the liberared zooes of Vier Nam is to rreat women who have
bcen rapcd as vicrims of American aggression. Revolutiooary cadre
actively fight against the traditional shame and prejudice againsr
women who have beeo raped. Viernamese womco often rransform their
shame inro fighting encrgy. Le Thi Hong Gam, a heroine of the PLAF,
became a guerrilla when she was 16. She insisted on bcing allowed to
takc up arms after wirnessing the rape/murder of her best friend. By
rhe rime Gam died in combat, at age 19, shc had killed 26 enemy
troops. Other women respond to rape with their own individual acts of
resistance. The New Yorker magazite, April 11, 1972, reported the
practice of "deranged war widows deliberately squatting to relieve
themselves in front of hotels where Americans sray." Some women
may silenrly guard their hatred and join thc struggle at a larer rime.

Huyn Thi Kien explained why she joined the struggle to expel the
American invaders:

l // tell loa anotber incident I sau. A uoman was going to giae birtb in
dboa/ luo ueels. Duing a raid, GI's /orced ber bacA intct a rctctm and
tried to rape ber brt she resisted. So tbe /ive Gl's tied ber to the bed
and raped ber to deatb. After tbat, tbel used tbeir balonets to plrcA
o,// ,he fetas. Ard tbel /atghed. , , . In my cose, .ts a woman and a
peosarlt in the Sotth,I on$ worLed very bard to liue. Wben I uitnessed
lhcse sauage cimes of the GI's witb m! out eyes I lelt uery strongQ.
In order to defend m1 own ltfe and tbe liues of my famill, I lad no otber
way bat to /oin orher uornen and to figbt bacA. 116l

The Vomen's Committee to Defeod thc Right to Live was a strong
mass organizatioo in Saigon and other ciries. A well-publicized dual
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rape of a mother and daughrer becamc the incidcnt that ioirially
sparkcd the women to organizc the group in 1970. Forming the organ-
izarion, in irself, was a particularly heroic act. All organizations that
called for peace were illegal in Saigon. Just rwo weeks before its public
tounding,- cx-Prcsident Thieu announced that hc would "beat to
dearh " anyone who spoke for Peace.

The Vomen's Committee to Defend rhc Right to Live began with
four demands: immediate withdrawal of all American rroops; ouster of
Thieu from goyeroment; the formation ofa new coalition goveroment;
and rcspect for the dignity and civil righrs of women. They have staged
demonstrations, boycotts, strikes in the marketplace, and other mass
acriviries to campaign for their goals, Many of their members, includ'

The banncr rcads: "U.S. lmpcrialists Out ofVier Nam. "
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ing their fouoder, Madamc Ngo Ba Thanh, were imprisoned for years.
Madame Thanh, a lawyer educated at Columbia Univcrsity, was finally
released from prison after several years of international pressure and
months ofhunger strikes. After her relcase, she rejoincd her sisters in
the Ii(omcn's Commirtee ro Dcfend thc Right to Live in fighting for the
release ofother political prisoners and for the enforcemcnt of thc Paris
Peace Agrccments. Thcy took lcadership in thc political movcmcnt
that joincd in rhe final liberation of Saigoo oo April 10, 197 t.

When Johnny comes marching home

Since 1961, nearly six millioo men have returned as vctcraos of
war in South East Asia. Many more know vets as brothers, sons,
lovers, co-workers, and students. Tcns of thousands of vetcrans have
joined an organization called Viet Nam Vcterans Against thc Var
(WA\Q. They have takcn thc lcadership in many anti.war acrivitie s.
They also havc helped many vets bcgin the difficuk process of chal-
lenging rheir own racist and scxist attitudcs in rap groups and othcr
forms of counscling. An cditorial hcadlined "Free Our Sisters" in the
ncwspapcr publishcd by the Sao Francisco chaprer of WAV recog-
nized GI responsibility for rapc in thc following way:

Rarell do ue commerrt on rbe cor.rage it tal,es for our sisters to ua,lk it
,le streets, uhere tbel or€ opet tarEets for an! men who so desire.
How mary ofour sisr€rs ge, rop€d in our streets atd ubat are we dctilg
aboul ir? Otr attirtde is one of sileat slpport for tbe rapist.

So, eaez tlorgh the sjstem ua liue urder is the main calprit for
tbe oppressiol ofwomen, ue also bave a responsibiliry h oar sisters.
We wtst try to azderstarrd wbat oar sisters a:a going tbrctgh. Hou
uomel also uovld liAe to /eel independent tbe way mer do, bu atl tbe
cards are stacled egairst tbem. We bave to rally to tbeir cause, whicl
is tlte full emancipation of uomen. lTlte Veteran, Spring 19731

But the commitmeor of WAV is only a small beginning. we can
only speculate on how deep and ugly arc rhe scars inflicted by a "tour
ofduty" in Vier Nam. Io a war where rhe invadcrs could gain no terri-
tory, they could only show "progrcss" by making rhe body count as
high as possiblc. Vhcn thcsc soldicrs comc homc, what happcns?
There are no reliable staristics showing how maoy cascs of wifc beat-
iog, child abusc, rapc, murder aod suicide are commirted by Viet Nam
vererans. But there has been a lor of experience with "Post Vier Nam
Syndrome" (PVS). Symptoms of PVS include guilt, cmotional numb-
ing, inscnsitivity, misrust of society and organization, alcoholism,
drug abuse, violence, rage, scxual aggrcssion and scxual impotence.

Tbc Polirics o/RaPe n YEt Nam



All men learn ro suppress their emorions, cspecially emotions of
sympathy. Men and womeo alike learned to live with statistics of body
counts, and reports of war atrocities. \0e have all been brutalized and
numbed by U.S. government policy in Viet Nam. In Viet Nam itse lf, rhe
emotiooal mutilatioo process is accelerated and exaggcrated. Vets ex-
plain, "You learn not to have friends . . . you don't want to get too close
to anybody, 'causc ir mighr kill you." Other vets rcportcd inirial
traumas when rhey firsr killed somebody, bur later pulling the trigger
became a habit, a reflcx. [37]

Vhen these men rerurn ro a oon-combar siruation, they dcliber-
ately insulate themselves from emorion-laden siruarions, fearing rhey
might lose control and have their combar "insrincts'' return. They fcar
rhat if they unlock rheir emotional vaults for any one rcason, all their
accumulated fears and anguish will pour out. This fear creares
enormous problems within families and other social relations. One ver
coofessed:

Ifl am fucling and a gir/ sals "l loue lot, tber I u,ant to Aill her . . .

lbecatsel if 1or get loo close . . . 1or gel lnrr. l1a]1

These vets are cracked-mirror images of an entire society suffcr-
ing from Post Vier Nam Syndrome-a national crisis embodied in the
brutaliry ofour prisons aod menral hospitals, in the cynicism of Watcr-
gate and the bankruptcy of the economy. In conrrast, rhe Vietnamese
women who sun,ived and foughr against all rhe barbarism U.S. socicry
produced, give us a vision ofrhe porenrial for human renewal.
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Tbe balf million Gl\ in viet Nam aere looked apon not as defendets
of freedom but as cotsumers. Sex uas tbe bigest Product.

-Ricbard 
Boyb, autbor of The Flower of the Dragon

At the height ofU.S. troop occupation, there were four hundred rhou-
sand prostitutes in South Viet Nam, nearly one for every Gl. This is
rwenty rimes as many prostirures as the combined total of women doc-
tors and professionals. These prosrirures ale rhe eod produt of a
process that began whcn Diem srarted rounding up his opponents and
forcing them into concenrration camps in t9r6. A Haryard, professor
who advises the State Departmenr explained why rhc U.S. rried ro
"empry" rhe countrysidc of Viet Nam of irs people, as a "solution to
popular wars of narional liberarion" :

Time in Soatb Viet Nam is increasingQ ox tbe side of tbe lTbieul
Bolervrneil. B iv tb€ sbo rua, witb ltalf tlte popttlation sti/l in tbe
corntryside, tie Viet Cong ui// remair a powerful force uhicb cannot
be dislodged from its constituencj so long as lbe con-tti/uetcy con-
linr/es lo exisl, 17)

By 197J, as a result offorced urbanization, bombings, and defolia-
tion making rhe land barrcn, peasanrs had swollen rhe popularion of
Saigon to over four million. Io 1954, the eotire population ofSaigon was
only four hundred rhousand.

"Grab 'em by tlre balls and their hearts and minds will follow."

-U.S. Marine commander describing rural pacification program

The United Stares Scnare Subcommittee oo Refugccs estimates
rhar berween 1965 and 1973, more than ten million people were forced
ro flee their villages. Before 1966, some of these people may have fled
rheir homes because thcy bclieved U.S. propaganda about rhe evils of
the NLF. Bur by mid- 1966, wirh rhe establishmenr of "free fire zones"

-rural areas where all living matter was considered rargets for U.S.
firepower-as well as search-and-destroy missions. defoliation and rhe
arrival ofarmored personncl carriers mashing ricc fields, rhere is no
doubr thar nearly all were flceing the U.S. invaders.

At the same time that arrillery and bombing raids againsr the
people in rhe countrysidc escalated, U.S. policy makers stepped up a

psychological war campaign. Blizzards of leaflets fell on villages. At
firsr, they had pictures of blackened fields of rubble with the caption:
"lfyou support the Vietcong, your village will look like this." Other
lcaflets, perhaps writen by experts who understood that rhe villagers
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were sisters, brorhers and parenrs of "Vietcong," dispensed with all
mcntion ofpolirics. Here is the full rext ofone such leaflet:

lHeadlinel Here Is tbe Giant B.)2 Bomberlwith pictarel.
l'Iext) Fiends, 1ou ltate expeienced seueral terrible bombing raids,
souing death 4nd destraction. Tbe erea wbere you are liaiag uill be
bonbed again, but 1or will neuer be able to hnou at ubat time it is to
happet. Tbe aircraft will /ly extremell higb, and ya will nor possibll
be able to see or bear them. They will sow deatb among yu bat not tll
1ou first, Hutry up and /eaue this region in order to saue yur /tfe. Llse
lhi-r lea.fiet or the Pass Pernit of tb€ ,rationalist go?erznent lo dp.
prcacb tbe tearest gouemfT?efi, outposl. The people azd the arml of
tbe Repah/ic ofViet Narn tuill greet yoa bappill. l2l

Chemical defolianrs and bombs have dcsroyed sixry per cenr of
rhe arablc land in Sourh Vier Nam. By making rhe countryside unliv-
able, U.S. policy makers hoped ro be able ro ger Vietnamese peasanrs
to renounce rhe liberarion srrugglc and obediently follow the Saigon-
bascd regime. Bur conditions in the refugee camps and cities only suc-
ceeded in winning more suppon for thc liberarion struggle. Refugees
wcre not simply forced ro change addrcsses. They were plunged into a
rotally alien and hostile environmenr. Thousands were corralled into
barbed-wire enclosures with no land to till, no rivers ro fish, no schools
or saoitary facilities. After unrangling €normous red tape, refugees
may have gotten one pound ofrice and eighr piasters a day for the first
sixty days in the camp-when corrupr officials didn't pocket it. \fith
inflation, a small grapefruit or riny bunch of bananas cosr five hundred
piasrers. l3l

Counter-insurgency experts made a concerted effort to sertle refu-
gecs around U.S. bases and along maior highways to discourage
"enemy attacks. " An American reporter gives us this image of these
barren "Ncw Life Villages ":
Arot nd Ameicqn bases . . . there bad groun tp entire touns made up
of pacling cases and uasre tin from canning factodes ettir€ touns
adttertising Scblitz, Coke atd Pepsi a thousqnd times ouer. Tbe
"food," "sbelter," and "jobs" tbat Westmoreland bad promised
carne to tbis: a seies ofpacking case tourrs with exact$ tbree khds of
industry: tbe taAing of Ameicat laundry, tbe selling of Americax soft
dinAs to American soldiers and prostitutiot for tbe beneft of Amei-
cans. [41

Evcn after the signiog of rhe Paris Peacc Agreement io J anuary
1971, and in dircct violation ofthe Agreemenr, Thieu continued to forcc
refugees to scttle in areas wherc hc thought he could control rhem. [1]
Articlcs 2 and J ofrhe Cease Fire Protocol guaranrce the righrs of free.
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dom ofmovcment and rcsidencc to all South Vietnamese civilians, and
Articlc I calls for the removal of all devices that hamper the popula-

tion's movcmcnt. But Thicu ordercd:

Arres, atd detaifl lhose persons uho incite ,be peop/€ to leaue tbose

ereas cotlrolled b1 tbe Souerir?r€rrt in order to go into comrT|rtrrist cort-

trolled zones or vice uersa. Ifthey protest, tbelwillbesbo/. 16]1

ln some arcas, Thieu did not allow the pcople to work in thcir own
outlying fields for fear rhey might comc under "commuoist con-
rol." [7] Nevertheless, in spite of the tight security, thousands of
pcoplc managcd to escape rhc camps or take them over. Before
leaving, thcy ofren left slogans painted oo thc walls like: "Hang thc
Americans and the American puppets. " [8]

Thc final act of thc refugcc drama came in the spring of lg7r. As
ARVN crumblcd and abandoncd thc cities, thousaods of people
seemcd to be flccing from the libcratioo forccs. A few, who had grown
rich scrving Thieu aod the U.S., flcd with suitcases full of moncy in
order to preservc thcir privileged way of life. Most fled bccause rhey
cxpcctcd thc citics to be bombed by Thieu's air force or because flee'
ing ARMll troops took them hostagc. Others fled because they were the
victims of a systematic psychological warfarc campaign that thc CIA's
Colonel Lansdalc first began in 1914. The Pentagor2 Papers show thar
for 20 years, the CIA and Pcotagoo have bcen weaving an elaboratc
web of lics and "dirty tricks" designed to make the South Vietnamcse
people hatc aod fcar the "Vict Cong."

When thc total libcration of South Viet Nam was immincnt, thc
U.S. uscd this psychological, as wcll as physical, coercion to cvacuatc
thousands of Victnamese from thc country. U.S. government propa'
ganda headlined "Terrorizcd Rcfugces Flce Communism" in an at-
icmpt to iustify ycars of U.S- aggression. A fcw of those who lcft were
high-lcvel Thieu officials who might have becn puoished by thc PRG.

But most of thc people who lcft were forccd cvacuees who would have
preferrcd to stay had they been givcn an informed choice. This forced
evacuation was in direct violation of the Paris Peace Agreemcnr. The
Provisional Revolutionary Govcrnment of the Republic of South Vict
Nam (PRG) has stated that all forced cvacuccs are welcome to return to
Vict Nam wirhoutfear ofrcprisals.

Spirals of dependency and corruption

Unemploymenl, inflation and corruption are terms which hardly
begin ro deicribe the Saigoo-controlled economy where more than four
million formcr peasanrs had no work; where the piaster, which was
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ooce cqual to onc cent, io the cnd barely valued one-fourth of a ccnr;
and where Thieu's Under-Secretary of thc Ministry of Revolutionary
De ve lopment-rcsponsible for rhc Pacification Program-was a pimp.
The economy was totally dependcnt oo American moncy. Revenues
that the Thicu regime got from taxcs were less rhan one pcr cent of
what the U.S. spent in South Vict Nam oo military aid.

This dependcncy crcatcd a spiral of corruption and incrcased dc-
pendency that killed native industry and iovestcd any available cash in
luxury goods to scll to Americans, ro prosperous pimps and
prostitutes, and to Saigon's gcnerals. Scrap mcral-the remains of
U.S. planes aod orhcr war matcriel-madc up nincty pcr cent of the ex-
ports from the Republic of South Viet Nam. ln 1967, there werc four
hundred opium dens in Saigon. Threc years latcr, there wcre threc
huodrcd thousand. Indochina, wirh rhc encouragemenr of the CIA and
Air America, became the hub of international heroin rraffic. The CIA
bought thc loyalry ofmany Vietnamcsc officials with thc procccds from
this booming trade. [9]

Officially, the Thicu rcgime mainrained rhar prostirurion, likc
heroin, was illegal. But a Saigon of{icial candidly explaincd:

Tbe Americans need girls; we need dollars. lYby shoald ue refrail
from tbe excbange? It's an iaexbatstible souce of U.S. dollars for tbe
State. lr0l

"Saigon has become an American brothel." 
-Scnator 

Fulbright

ln Saigon, rherc's a srrecr oamed Tl Do, which means libcrty.
According to two Frenchmcn who speot scvcral ycars in Saigon:

Ask any Vietnamese and sbe or be will tell yot, "TaAe liberty street,
tiat mearrs ,aAe rhe liberty to do absohteQ anytbing! " [lll
Tu Do was the main strcct of thc rcd light district. There were more
than two hundred agencics knowo to recruit young girls from the
provinces to scrvc in thc twcnty-one thousand bars, hotels and whorc-
houses in Saigon. The prostirutc sceoc in Saigon has fascinated Amcri-
can journalists who oftcn givc thc imprcssioo that womeD havc "prof-
ited" from U.S. rroop occupation. But some describc the grim rcality:

Tbere is a uoman ubo directs a grorp of deaf and dumb prostitutes-
most cftbem 14 zrrd 15 lears old, som€ even loalger, Thel chster
nigbt$ at tbe cotzer ofTa Do Street nearesl tbe Coltircztal Hotel,
rctal$ jast before crrfew boar. . . . A, tl1is time of nigbt, tbere are
prostitat€s-amorrg tben some wbo I baue watcbed gmw old and tigbt-
faced in tbe l4st ten !€4rs-standin{ at street coircrs all o1)€r loul
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hoping to be picAed up by lale cruising cttstoners. At tbis botr ttto'
pinpi baul their gi s aroand on the back-t of molorclcles and olfer
them at bargaitt Pices. ll2)

At the heighr ofGI occupation, some prostitutes may have become
rich by Vietnamese standards, but all were subjcct ro brutal exploira-
tion. One veteran who had been statiooed in PIeiku said rhat in "Sin
City,' ' which appeared within rhree monrhs after the base was built, a

room in the whorehouse -actually a rent-would have fifteen or twcnty
beds. He remembered: "They got 300 piasrers a lay." Three hundrcd
piasters were officially equal to three dollars, but with black market
prices, it came to abour one dollar. lf the prostitutes rried to get more
money. U.S. Military Police would declare rheir establishmenrs off
limits. Similar "srrips" appcared wherever thcre were U,S bases. The
srrip at Phu Loi, however, operared only during daylighr hours bccause
the NLF controlled the countryside in that area ar night. [131

Among rhe four hundred thousand Prostitures, there werc many
varieries, each suited to the different needs of her clients. In provincial
ourposrs, some provided mulriple services as indicared by rhe following
sign: "Car ll'asb axd Get Screued. " Since many whire GI's wouldn'r
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go wirh women they had seen with Black GI's, sorne prosrirutes learned
American habirs of discriminarion. A Gl could "rcnr-a-wife" by the
day, week or month. These marriagcs were outright slavery where thc
woman became seryant and sex objcct. Many GI's prefcrred ro rent
wives because rhe faithful wifc was less likely rhan rhe prostiture ro
catch and pass on V.D. Io Vict Nam, GI's sometimes lived in luxury
previously reserved for high colonial adminisrrators:

bAe I bad, ab, it soatds hinda strange, br/t I bad a boasebol and at
frst I bad a gir/ to come in and slte'd sbine m1 shoes any' male my bed,
do my latxdry, jrst orTybing entailed it taling care of m1 bouse /or a
Brafld total o/ t7 per montb. It4l

The varieties of ptmping wcrc also infinite. In Chi Hoa Prison, a
small city of ten thousand prisoners within Saigon bcfore libcrarion,
there was an infirmary room whcre cerrain "nurses" sold rhcir charms
to the richest prisoners. They werc part of thc prison sraff. Thc prison
adminisrrarion-rhe same ones responsible for the systcmaric torture
of polirical prisoners-took a substantial cut of thc "nurses' fees." [15]

As GI's lefr Viet Nam, rhc prosrirures remaincd, trappcd in a cycle
of heroin addioion and poveny. Thc mosr artractivc ones serviced thc
fifteen thousand U.S. "civilians" who remaiocd in Vier Nam as ad-
visors to Thieu's army and police until all U.S. pcrsonnel werc forccd
to leave by the victorious libcration forces. But most prostitures livcd
on rhc brink of starvation.

Thieu made a display of brcaking up some prosrirution rings, bur
his real purposc was to gain conrrol of Saigon's mosr lucrative busi-
oesses. The patrern of women's degradation conrinued, however, as
illustrared in an anicle which appcared in a Saigon newspaper. Ir ex-
posed the practice of kidnapping young girls from the counrrysidc,
especially from refugee camps, and selling their virginity for f250 to
1.100. Mrs. "Boiling Vater Six," who ran the operation unril April
1974, kept the girls shur up in secrer caves and had them beaten when
they screamed for help. The girls wcrc summoned from the caves only
long enough to give thcir favors ro foreign and Viernamese
businessmen and U.S. advisors. The girls'abducrors originally enticed
them to leave the counrryside by offering rhcm respecablc jobs in
textile factories and rich people's homes. The girls believed thc prom,
ises because they were made by women posing as charity ladies. [16]

Seduce and destroy missions
A Viernamese proverb speaks ofrhe lorus:

Tbe lolus lir-'es in rhe mud, but does iol haue its stetcb
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In Viet Nam, prostitutcs were oftcn thought of as "lorus," and matn-
tained their "moral fragrance" by finding ways to aid the liberation
struggle. Dcmonstrators demanding peace and withdrawal of Amcri'
can iroops always koew thcy could count on recciving ref'uge in rhe

prostitutcs' quarters after thc Saigon policc broke up thcir dcmonsrra-
tions. The U.S. Army oncc discovercd a cache of explosives insidc Bien
Hoa Air Base which had bccn smuggled past thc gatc by women who
appeared to bc prostitures. Vho knows how much ofthe chronic sabo'
tage insidc U.S. bascs was donc by womcn thought to be prosrirutes?

Probably the most valuablc contriburion that prostitutcs have
made towards rhe libcration ofViet Nam has bcen thc information thcy
have gaincd and passcd on to the libcration forccs. GI's with little
respect for women would talk frccly to thcse women. Thosc prostiturcs
who gathered around bases kepr careful track of all supplies coming
and going, and often had the opporrunity to pacc off thc cxact dimen-
sions aod layout of supply depors, srorage arcas, recrearion areas aod
communicarions ccnrers. More than onc womao soldier in thc Peoplc's
Liberation Army was discovered to have valid gatc Passes giving her
access to U.S. bases.

GI jokes tried ro covcr their fear. Tales of "scduce and destroy
missions" were rampant. They rccounted rhe dangcrs of being dis-
armed by Saigon whorcs. But in rcality. it was nearly impossible for
GI's ro conceivc of enemy women as "soldicrs." To them, P[.AF
women could only bc "whores," servants or playrhings for rhc PLAF
rroops. U.S. reporters perpcruated thc myth that thcsc womcn were
camp followcrs, so mosr readcrs ofthe U.S. prcss remaincd ignorant of
rhe role ofwomen in thc PLAF'as fighters.

The average U.S. foot soldicr did not want to bc in Vict Nam. He
might count off rhe days hc had lcft to serve on a picture of a nudc
woman dividcd inro 16, parts. As each day passed, he colorcd in
aoorher secrion ofrhe body. [17]

On the other side, as a soldier in the PLAF, a Vietnamcse woman
rcsolvcd to continuc fighting unril rhc last American aggrcssor left Viet
Nam and her pcople were frce. Vhcn she rested betwecn battles, shc
had no inrcrest in visiting "Sin City." Shc might spcnd hcr frec rime
reading from thc national cpic poem Kiet. And she knows Ho Chi
Minh's lasr words by heart:

lVe mast Aeep firm oar resolue to figbt the U.S. aggressors
IJntil to/a/ uictory.
Osr molntains uill alwaYr be.
Orr iuers will always be.
Ou people will alway be.
Tbe Ameican inuaders defeated,
ll/e uill rebuild our land ten times more beautifal.
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National mutilation or "removing natural Asian defccts"

Ho's words fcll on thc deaf cars of Saigon surgcoos trained in the
Unircd Srates to hclp the war woundcd. Thcse doctors went, instcad,
inro rhe lucrative busincss of reshaping thc bodics of Victnamcse
womeo to conform to American standards of bcauty. According to an

article in the Naa, YorlTimes:
Dr. Ban uill contert wbat be refers to as "nataral Asien defects" with'
it at botr. (He bas e team offte doctors.'1 He also said, "81 tenzoving
a woman's complexes ue giae ber confidence and transfonn her pslt'
cbolog. lt's a lot of fua. " llSl

Thousands of Victnamcse women have undergone thc ordcal of
cosmetic surgery to bc more appcaling to their customers from the
USA. Rounder cyes, breasts cxpandcd wirh silicone, noses rcshapcd
with silicone, hips padded with siliconc-all brought a highcr pricc
from Gl " johns," and became a nccessity for rhe livelihood of many
Victnamese prosritures and bar girls. Thc article continucd:
Tbe fasiiot doesn't stop ,bere llt qes end breasts). lz tbeir eagerzess
to irniate Etropeans, some Vietnamese want bigger noses' dimpled
cbeels, cleft cbots . . . eaer fatterfingers. A pioreer in tbe operdlion is
Mrs. Ngalen Cao K1, the glamoroas ui/e of tbe former Vice Presi'
dent. . . , Cosmetic strgery is still a isk, corletds Dr. Tbai Minh Bacb
wbo bas pedormed the operatior ofter, but say tbat he spends ba// bis
tirve palcbirrg lp ,be mistaAes ofotber snrgeons.

Many of the Vietnamcse womcn who workcd as waitresses or
walked the streets could not afford ro r0(csternizc their bodies. But thcy
did wear rags with their "western oames," Xaan, which means
"spriog" in Vietnamesc, became "Ann." Pbtorg, which means
"flower," becamc "Fran." Somc GI's complaincd that prostitutes
stole from them. But more would joke about how they could bribc a
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woman to bed with a can of " hair spray " which was really spray srarch.
Few ofthe women could read English labels, [19]

Io addition to new oames and cosmetic surgery, the Amcircans
have also broughr to Saigon ropless resrauranrs and ClA,sponsored
cultural magazines with edirorials like: "Vhat is happiness? No such
thing exists. Only acceptancc is real, To accepr, rhar's all. " [20]

The roller derby, seen on an American milirary TV starion,
inspired Le Huu Tai, a millionaire, ro ser up a skariog rink where
people skated to the rhythm of hard rock sounds:

Certaixl.y 1ou car see tbis is a ciai/ized way o/ ltfe. It Bircs tl)e impres-
sion oftbe Ameican ua1 ofli/e, and certainl1 lhe Ameican way o//i/e
is ciuilized. Tbis cortributes to cttilizaioa bere. 12ll

Bur mosr Viernamcse believc thar Le Huu Tai is a rrairor. They're
repulsed by the "American civilization" as rhey havc seen it in Vier
Nam. Millions of pcople preferred ro live in bomb shelrers in thc
countryside, far from the corruption of Saigon. Thousands who livcd in
the occupied cities mainraincd rheir digniry by making the srrccrs
unsafe at nighr for aoy mcmber of the occupying army, by demonsrrar-
ing, by srriking, by all forms of resisrancc. Afrer the signing of rhe
Paris Peace Agreemcnr, more and morc people tried to return ro the
countryside, evcn at the risk ofbeing shot by Thieu's police.

In early 1974, morc thao a year beforc the PRG took power in
Saigon, a member of rhc Viet Nam Vomcn's Union toldJanc Fonda:

You mustn'l be discorraged wbet y^r.tu see lbe sit,.tdl,on in Saigott
todoy. IYe wil/ bat,e on enr.trnous 1ob [of clearirg ir up), but I bctu'
fron our expeience lbat it can be done. l22l

Her optimism had a solid fouodation. The Polirical Program of the NLF
in 1960 and the Program of Acrion of the PRG adopred in 1968 both
affirmed rhe commirme nr ro:

Combat the Ll.5.-imported s/auisb and depraued c tvre andedvcatic'n,
whicb are impaiixg oar people's fine caltural tradilions.

On April I , I97 5, as rhe campaign to liberate the South was oearing its
eod, rhe PRC issued a ren'point policy for govcrning ncwly liberared
areas. The policy banned all agencies that promorcd ths alien culture
which degraded women.

As soon as Saigon was liberated, a ban was placcd on prosritution
and PRG women cadre launched an enormous campaign to find
housing, food and new skills for rhe rhousands of unemployed. [n some
disrricts, the people took over abandoned villas lefr by fleeing U.S.
advisors and turned them into dormirories and re-education centcrs for
women who had been prostitutes. Studenrs and other young people



rook rhe initiarive in cleaning rhe streets and paioting over stgns and
billboards thar insulted women.

Twenty years ago, women in the North undertook a similar task.
The Vier Nam Vomeo's Union was able ro eliminate prosritution en'
tirely within two years afrer the French lefr and to integrate 30,000 ex-
prostitutes into the new society. Today, women in the South have
begun to apply the lessons of their Northern sisters to ensure an inde'
pendenr dignified lifc for all women.

Notes

I SemuelHuntiogron, Ihe Bascs ofAccommodar:on, Foreign Affar6, Jul) l96tl,
pp.6t2-6t1.

2. Qr.roted by Earl Martin, "Refugecs in Vicr Nam," lndocbna Cbronic/e r25 llunc
tl, lrTl), p.6. This publication and Ngo Vinh Long s 'Rcfugees: Thicu's Othcr
Polirical P;isoncrs," Thot Bco Ga rlS-J9 (Augusr-Scprember l97J), arc both
cxccllenr sourccs ofinf<rrmation on rcfugecs in Vict Nam.

J. Luce and Sommcr, p. 170, and Ngo Vinh Long, 'South Vier Nam s Economy, '
-fbot BaoGailg \Dcccmbcr l97l ), p.2.

.{. I-itzgcrald. pp. lt 2 - I11.
J .foscph Treasrer. S.r rgon's Transfer of Refugccs ls Protcsred. ' Neu' Yorl hmcs,

Mar(h 21. l9; l.
6 Quorcd bv Earl Nlanin,
1- Chnstian Science MoD or,.lanoery 29.19i1
8. Flarl Marrio, P. 7.

, i"f'r*"if." in rh..pirm dcns is from Fitzgerald, p' 185' Frank Br'r*nrng end

;;;;;;;.;;,i;;o,j'l,l clR inuol,em.nr ini'ruin iradc 
'n 

"New oPium war"'
il)i:"i,' iit ,lit .s,n.c rtr.n an enti.. book has bccn wrtren on thc subjcct bv

rrf.jJ v.C"- I ThL t'ohrrcs ol Heroin in Soa,b Elst .4sra (New York: Harper'

l9: 11.

ro O,r"rla Uv Thanh Nam, "ln rhc Shadorv of thc Amcrican Embassy in Saigon'
i'urb Vtitnan n Sr,u.alc,lr'{ (SePr.mbcr I I le-2r' P'

r r i."r-pi.t.. O.lti. ,J'And.. M.n.". W'c Accue (lndochina Mobilc Educarit'n

Proicct, l97l), p.4.
t2. Neu, Yorter, APril I t, l9? 2, PP. ,2-t4'
ll lonarhanscheil, ?'he Villa?e o/Ben Slc (Ncw York: Vinrage' 1967)'pp lott-l0r)

ii i.i",r" ri"lfl" quoted in Viiler, p. 1.16 other information in this patagraph' ..,.". f.nrn'lqkll'r. PP. li6, 170, a;d from many olhcr reporrs by Vicr Nam vct-

It
l6

l:
It{
l9
20

2l
22

crans about prosritution.
Dcbns and Mcnras. p. 71.

Diea-Tn lSaigon ncwspapcr) ran a scrics of arriclcs on rhis opcration for thc firsr
trro wceks oiApril 1974. Thanks to Tran Khanh Tuyct for rranslating and sunr

marizing thcm for me
Dcbris and Menras, p. 7J.

Neu,l'orl Times, May 21, 197l
tllairand Prarr, p l l7.
Ann Froines, "The CulturalVar: Smack, Pimps and Coca'Cola,' Univerxty Re

vieu, lpril 191 2, P. lt).
Neu'YorlTines, July l, 1971, P. 4.

.fcan Horan inrcrvic* wirhJanc Fonda, in O//Otr Bacls, vol. {, t4 (March l97l),
1. 4.

Mass Pntdunon ofProshtrle! \)l



A'rrb*
FUTUR.E

6ENEKAT'OT{'



I

\

,/1

$

\\
/

\\

I



14ben you carry your child nine months in your uomb, bear it in labor
uitb deatb all around you, only to lind thqt tbe monsnous ueapons of
imperial technologr haue assaulted you et)en tbere, lou cafty tbe aar
deep inside you.

-Sbeila Roubotbam, autbor of Women, Resistance and Revolution

Maoy people are numb to rhe staristics rhat restify to the grim facrs of
genocide and ecocide in Indochina. Var makers encourage people not
ro allow themselves to coonect thesc cold statisrics wirh rhe real suffer-
ing of women, children and me n in Viet Nam. But ir would be unrcal ro
discuss the oppression ofwomcn in Vier Nam without rcmcmbering rhe
U.S. government's attempts to destroy the Viernamese people as a
racc.

Scorched earth and Zippo brigades

More rhan halfof rhe terrirory of South Viet Nam has been sprayed
with a defoliaot called " Agent Orange. " " Agent Orange' ' contains di-
oxin-a chemical unrivaled in its power to deform rhe unborn babies
ofpregoant women who ingest it, even in tiny amounrs. h is rruly rare
earth in South Vier Nam's couotryside which was not sprayed with dc-
foliant. U.S. planes directly sprayed more than ten per ccnt of the
South Vietnamese popularion wirh this chemical. In Hanoi, rhe
Institure for Protection of Mothers and Children has found that expec-
tanr mothers exposed ro " Agenr Orange" have six times more chromo-
somic breaks than survivors of Hiroshima. [] They give birth ro babies
wirh flippers instead of arms and legs, babies without tear duos,
babies with kidney defects, babies wirh brain damage and poinred
heads.

During rhe heavy carpct bombing in bothNorth and South, U.S.
aircraft timed their raids to take the greatest toll of lives. Thcy attacked
famories during shift change, population centers during meal times or
while people slept, churches during mass, schools during class hours,
and marketplaces while they were crowded with shoppers. Most of thc
vicrims were women and children. The men were away at the front. [2]

Vomen living in "free fire zones" had ro endure incessanr arrack.
They reporred:

ln some areas, lte/icopter gunshilts bauered oyer/tead read1, to strafe
an1 mouing indiuidual. In otbers belicoplers circled all nigltt, their
powerfal searcltligbrs illaminalilg /be terair ("So brigbt that ytu can
see a reedle on tbe groard'), aninlefftptedb srrafing tbe pathway so
tbat mo?ement was impossible. B-52's joined the assa !. . , , "Each
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momirrg, uben we wahe rp, we don't krow wbetber we are liuittg tntil
we ctpen our e1es. '' l)l

In rhe South, "Zippo Brigades" left surviving women and their
families homeless. L/Cpl Thomas Heidrman, lst Marine Division,
restified:

He ltbe componj commanderl said, "ll/e're goilg to baue o zippo ir2.
s/rectiot ighl nou." Ard I uould say apProximateb two-tbirds of tba
enrire companl bad Zippo ligltters. ll/e held tbem tp, lit tbem, demon-
srrared tbat tbey uere f//ed, wotld bun. Tben ptt lbem aua1. He
smiled and let it go al thdt. We went otr. I would say al le.1st fifry per
cent oftbe aillages we passed tbrough woald be banted to the ground.
Tbere was no dtfference between the ores ue barved and tbe ones we
didn't btn. It uas just tbat wltere we bad tine, we baned tbem. l4l
Vhar they didn't burn, they flooded. The Pentagon has admitted that
after deliberately bombing dikes, Phaotom jets would seed clouds wirh
silver and lcad iodide. According ro an aniclc in the l.os Angeles
'Iine.r,Mav 19. 1974. U.S. milirary experts claimed rhat rhey intended
to make the "Ho Chi Minh Trail" impassable. Bur the facr is rhar thou-
sands of people lost rheir homes in floods.

Separations and involuntary divorccs

For rhe Viernamese, the family has bcen ar rhe centcr of their sur-
vival as a people. Thc hisrory and wisdom of gcnerations is presenr in
each generarion and passed on in a coorinuous flow of life. The disrup-
tion of rhis flow is a serious threat to pasr and future generarions.
Vomen, as bearers ofthe nexr generatioo, have been special targets of
repressive, pro-U.S. regimes, since the earlicsr violations of the
Geneva Accotds. Diem's rroops arrested and tortured women whose
husbands had regrouped to the North and forccd them to sign forms
divorcing rheir husbands. These women had to remarry wirhin a sripu-
lared time as proof of rheir "sincerity." Diem's armed agents would
seek out these woman, aod, if the women hado'r found new husbands,
they would rape rhem on the spot. Somerimcs rhc men would invite the
troops who had encircled the village ro rake rurns io mass rape. [5]

Madamc Nhu, Die m's sisrer-in-law, bccame powerful by serving
American inrerests in Viet Nam- It's ironic rhar at thc same time
Diem's rroopers were forcing village women ro divorce rheir husbands,
Madame Nhu was trying ro present herselfas a crusader for women's
rights by ourlawing polygamy and divorce. But her loyaltics were to
Carholic docrrine, nor ro women.

ln spitc of Dicm and his successors, family bonds remained
strong. During the ycars that thc U.S. forced the partition of thc Nonh
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and South, loyalty to distant family membcrs becamc a militant
defense of one's political principlcs. One Southero woman cchoed
many whcn she rcfused to denounce her revolutionary husband who
was liviog in the North. Vhen the police insistcd she denounce her
husband, she told them:

I c<*ld not denoutce m1 hasbatd. He is it m1 beart. If yu udnt ,ne ,o
denoance bim, Aill me and take ott my beart. [61

Bur nearly cvery Vietnamese family, norrhern aod southern, has
cndured painful separations and losses-wirh so maoy away fighring
or killed. Liberation Army members are volunteers. Their families
missed them but were also proud of rhem. Thc majority of Thieu's
million-man army were conscripted against their will. Thieu also
deliberately kept families torn apart, within the South, in an effort to
prevcnt people from leaving the areas under his conrrol. He hoped his
policy of "shooring on the spot" anyone who rried to flce to
"communisr-hcld areas" would enable him to maintain his
constituency.

Thieu used terror to get family membcrs ro bctray each orher. For
example, hc arrested the sister-in-law and brother of Madame Binh,
Foreign Minister ofthe PRG. U.S. interrogarors tricd to gct the couple
ro sign staremenrs denouncing Madame Binh. IJ0hen they refused,
thcir child was takeo away and is presumed dead. [7]

"Thc North and South are kith and kin"

This is rhe slogan painted on thc arch ar the south end of the Ben
Hai River at the lTth parallel-the remporary demarcation line
bctween North and South.

\Vhe n I was in rhc North in the fall of 1974, it see med like half the
people prescnt at most meetings werc Southerners, They had gone
North in 1914 when the Viet Minh rcgroupcd. They fulfillcd their obli-
gations under the Geneva Accords and they cxpccted to returo home
wirhin rwo ycars whcn reunification was promiscd. Instead, many of
them had oor seen their families in rwenty ycars. Onc of them was Vo
Thi Thc, a oarional leader of the Viet Nam Vomen's Union in the
Nonh who had once taught literaturc in Hue. Shc explaiocd to others:

I trrz srffeing into batred to figbt for tbe reani/ication of oar famiQ.
l'm detenrined to sacifice all my personal life to tlte sentice of tbe
retol,.tion. Oar ubole people are inspired to f,gbt, strzggle for re-
un{ication to be able to liae urrder tbe same roof. Members of all our
families are in botb Nortb and Soutb. la)
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This poem, written by a woman in the North, long before rhc total
liberation of thc Sourh, anricipated how hcr family would be reunified
aod future generations protected:

WINTER MONSOON

I lie bere listening to tbe winter monsoon
Wail in tbe nighr aad I tbinA of yoa.
Little daugbter dear,
Haue 1oa gone lo sleep or lie you lbere awahe?
Wbo is loohing after yt m1 cbild?
lVbo picls tp yorr blanlet
wben yt drop it in yoar sleep,
yur />/amp firgers exposed to tbe cold?
Hou I craue to hrglor, and Aiss yar lips,
and put m1 cbeeA ogainst yours
and caress lorr sboalders,
Ob m1, little daagbter.
l{/itbotr lyou ltou tbe bed loohs /orlom!
Cen there be in this world
more gieved motiers?
L lour lell€r loa sqid, " l dreamt of 1or, motber.' '

N<t, my cbild, it worr't help to dreorn,
Let us be bacl toEelh€r,
By destroying tbe enem1.

The U.S. arremptcd ro partitioo Vict Nam permanently by
pouoding the land on both sides of rhc lTth parallel with enough
bombs ro makc it unlivablc. Vo Ninh Village in Quang Binh province,
about thirry miles north ofthe lTth parallcl, was a rypical rarget. Vhen
we visitcd there, our host apologized for the makeshift conditions-
thatch and mud huts. Shc explained rhat people had only recently
emcrged from living in undergrouod tunnels and caves.

U.S. planes dropped 94 bombs per pelson or our village-not
ircladitg pellet bonbs uhicb uere loo rTtlrr! to coatl - . . . Neuertle.
less, we co irued to belp otr Aitl and Air iz the Sodb, ,ro motrer tbe
cotsequerrces. We Aept tbe roads repaired so the suppfi lines staled
oP€n.

ln a farewell toast to us, a member of the Quang Binh Women's
Union executive committec cclebrated the signing of the Paris Peace
Agreements which endcd thc bombing ofthc North and addcd:

Amencat uomen mlst Anou tbat osr sisters in Soutb Viet Nam are tbe
otber batfofoar bodies, so ue are still acbing.
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That was in Scprembcr 1974, seven months before they could celebrate
rotal victory.

The kidnapping

In April 1971, rhe U.S. governmenr airlifted bemveen eighr and ten
thousand children from Viet Nam. Thcy were carelessly loaded into
cargo planes, unsafc for human rransportarion. On April .i, 197 t, more
than 110 children dicd when one of rhe cargo planes crashed.

President Ford. io a display of humanitarian conccrn, personally
welcomed rhe nexr planeload of childrcn. On April 7rh, the Saz
Francisco Cbrolicle reported that fifreen thousaod U.S.-supplied anri.
personnel bombs were dropped on the coastal cityof Nha Trang. And
more babies arrived in San Francisco.

Berween April 2l and April 21, hundreds ofasphyxiation bombs,
CBU-i5's, made in the U.S., were dropped on the Xuan Loc arca.
These ultra-lerhal bombs, banned by international cooventions. cause
insranr dearh by suffocarion ro any living rhing wirhin a 750.ftxx radius.
On Aprif 2irh, thc San Francisco Cbrontcle anoounced rhar thc wife ofa
retired U.S. Army colonel would care for 100 handicappcd Viernamese
children. Shc claimed: "They would have been killed by rhe
communists because they are unacceptable in a commuoist socicty."

Nothing could be further from the rruth. ln Hanoi, a U.S. reporter
heard:

V7e baue struggled and sacijiced for thir4 years so tbat oar cbildren's
genera/ion coald lirc it peace. 'tbis lidnapping is atotber form of
genocide against tbe Vietnamese peoltle. 19)

The motivating force behind "Opcration Babylift" was military
polirics, nor humaoitarianism. lo the spring of 1975, the world warched
panic-stricken ARVN soldiers rrampling civilians in order to escape
liberation forces. This specracle convinced nearly evcryone that
Thieu's end was near. But the U.S. Ambassador in Saigon, Graham
Marrin, and President Ford clung ro rhe hope that if Congress granred
f700 million in emcrgency aid ro Saigon, the tide mighr change.

Polls showed thar seventy'eighr per cent of the people in rhe U.S.
were againsr any further intervenrioo in Viet Nam. Congrcss balked ar
supporting a loser. In a last ditch effort to rally support for a bankrupt
policy in Viet Nam, Ford aod Martin engineered "Opcration Baby-
lift. " Even corrupr Saigon officials objecteo to the plao. But Thieu's
Velfare Minisrcr finally consented and cxplained why:

He ltbe Ll.S. Ambassador) stressed tbat tbts etactdtion o/ong aitb tbe
millions of refugees abandoning Corvm/nist-controlled zones will belp



cleare o sbift in Arneican public opirion in fauor of rbe Repablic of Viet
Nam. Especialj u,/tet tbese childrer land in tlte U.5., tbel uill be srb-
jecl to teleuision, radio and press agercy couerage and tbe effect will be
tremendoas.llOl

This politician knew that most of the children were not orphans.
Anxious Saigon morhers sometimes placed rheir children in orphan-
ages to proteo rhem from the shelling. Others left children tempor-
arily in the care of orphanages because they could oot afford to feed
them at inflared Saigon prices. Some of the children lived with their
parents but got picked up arbirrarily by U.S. adoption agents. Some of
rhe children did lose rheir parents in the war but should havc stayed in
Viet Nam where there is a long tradition of community care for
orphans.

Despite the best inrenrions ofadopring families io the U.S., adop-
tion became one morc insult to the people of Viet Nam-a denial of
their natiooal rradirions and integrity. There are oo orphanages in the
DRV. Relatives, friends and neighbors raiscd the children who lost
rheir parents. During Christmas, 1972, when Nixon senr B-t2's to
bomb Hanoi, hundreds of children lost their parents overnight. The
Viernamese polirely turned down offers from friends all over the world
who wanted to adopr the children. lnstead, the children's neighbors
adopred them, so the children would nor have to leave rheir home
streets, let alone rheir native country.

Organizers of "Operation Babylift" claimed they were rcscuing
children fathered by Black GI's from the racist hatred of the Viet-
namese people. But Vier Nam is not a racist society. There were many
children in Viet Nam fathcred by Sencgalesc or Moroccan troops who

E
[r Veo Dang lost both parcnrs end his arms in e B-!2 aid on Quang
Tri. Hc is a hcro bccausc hc taughr himsclf to wrirc
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fought for rhc French. They have growo up in rhe DRV cnjoying the
same rights as any Vietnamese cirizen. Ir is also importanr ro note rhar
many of thc children rhoughr to have Black GI farhers were, in facr,
mcmbers ofthe dark-skinned national minorities narive ro Vict Nam.

Many of thc families in the U.S. who adopred the children sin-
cerely believed rhey were acting in rhe best interesrs of the children.
They were, howevcr, blind to thc rcality in the U.S. whcre all noo-white
children must face constaot racist oppression. "Operation Babylift" of-
ficials claimed thar every child was already adopted before leaving Sai-
gon. Bur voluntecrs ar the receiving center in the U.S. Army Presidio,
San Francisco. dcscribcd a scene that rcsembled ao aucrion block. Ooe
AID official rold a reporrer that the babies were "adoprable, exportable
and rcady to movc."[1J] Some adoption agencies made a lot ofmoney
moving them.

"Opcration Babylift" ended with the liberation of Saigon. The
kidnapping was thc fiDal atrociry in a long line of atrocitics commirred
againsr thc Vrctnamcsc people. Thc U.S. government has responsr-
bility for rcturning the children to their homeland. The best way to care
for the children would be to contribute to healiog rhe wounds of war io
Vier Nam as srated in Article 2l ofrhe Paris Peace Agreemenrs.

Reunions

The Presidcnt of the lVomeo's Union of Quang Tri, Traq Thi
Hong, welcomed us to Sourh Vier Nam. Quaog Tri became rhe first
liberated province of Sourh Vier Nam on May I , 1972 and shc explained
the significance oftheir victory:

It utas a dream frtfilled to diue tbe enemy out of oar lard and smasb
his scbeme to diuide our courtry al lbe Ben Hai Riaer,

Vhen Quang Tri was liberared, family aod friends in rhe 2l villages-
villages which werc arbitrarily separated by the lTth parallcl-were
reunired.

Each rime rhe PRG liberated an arca, it followed a srrict policy of
"national reconciliation and concord"-a policy thar facilitates the
reunification of families and friends. To implement this policy, the
PRG encourages those men who werc drafted into Thieu's army
(AR\4"1) ro return to their villages without fear of reprisals. Rcturning
ARMr,l soldicrs settlc on new plots of land, allotted to all Vietnamcse,
and are given building materials and seed ro begin a new life. Families
and communiry members accept them as long as they join in the task of
rebuilding thc war-rorn country.

lmmediarcly after Danang was liberated oo March 29, 1975, more
thao one hundrcd thousand ARVlll troops returned to their native
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villages. In May, the PRG predicted that within six months afrer roral
liberation, all pcople in thc South would bc able ro reruro home.

Withio days ofthc libcrarion ofSaigon, Southcrners who had bcen
living io rhe North also bcgan ro return home. For the firsr rimc in
tweoty years, post, telcphonc, and roads linked Hanoi and Saigon.
Trains and buses, loaded to capaciry, headed south carrying thousands
ofeager people in scarch of rheir families. Trains and buses made the
return trip full of Sourherncrs who waoted to visir the Nonh, curious
abour life rherc. By May l7rh, there was a three-wcck waiting lisr for
pcoplc waoting to makc thc journey.

Lc Thi Thuy, who had bcen living in Hanoi for rweoty years, was
one ofrhc firsr to rcturn to Saigon. She is a native of Saigoo, and wcnr
North in 1954, leaving her three, and four-year-old children with rel-
atives. \0hile she lived in thc North, Thuy became a leader of the Vier
Nam Vomen's Union-ofre n speaking for Vietnamcsc women ar inrer-
national garherings. Now she is home, working with her Southern sis-
ters. Perhaps she is rcunited with her childrcn who became adulrs
while rhe family was separated. The U.S. governmcnr claims rhar
women like Thuy arc "North Viernamese cadre invading the Sourh. "
But they are, in fact. Southcrn acrivists going home.

Notcs

t . Dinh Nan Thang, ''Amcrican Bom bs and Dcfoliants, " tn lyo?rlerl af Viet Ndn i4
( 1972), p. ll.

2. U S. gcnocidal policies havc bccn carcfully documcntcd by many aurhoritics-
borh Vietnamcsc and Wcsrcro. In his book, Nuremberg and l/ie, Narn, Gcncral
Tclford Taylor, U.S. ChicfCounscl at thc Nurcmbcrg trials, argucs thar rhe U.S.
is guilry of*ar crimcs in Vicr Nam The book was publishcd in Ncrr York by Ban-
ram. 1971.

). Quorcd by David Hunr, Organizing for Rcvolurion in Vier Nam ,' Radrcat Aacr
tct, vol. 8,s l -2 (J enuary-April 1974), pp. 19-40.

4. Winter Soldcr lrtterrigt hon, p- 26- For a derailcd accounr of thc toral dcstrucrroo
ofonc Vietnamcsc villagc by rhc U.S. Army, scc Jonarhan Schcll's Tbe Village of
8cz 57r (Ncw York: Viotagc, 1967).

J. !(ilfrcd Burchen, Viet Narrr lyill lrin, pp. l19-120.
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leTt) p. L
7.,lcan Pierre Dcbris and Andrc N{cnras. 'Thc Policy of Slow Dcath.' Inroz

nnc"tal n81 (t9 t't) p. t2.
8. Karhleco GouSh Abcrlc. "An lndochiocsc Confcrcncc in Vancouvcr." Ballent o/

Cozceraed Asran Sclolafi, vol J #1,4 (Summer,Fall l97l) p. 4.

9. Unpublished lcttcr ftom rcportcr, Linda Garrctt, who was io Hanoi, April 28,
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10. Lcrrcr offormer Saigon Vclfarc Ministcr to cx-Prcmier Khicm - New YorA Ttae:,
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ll. Rcporrcd by Stcvc Tal6or,latemews (radio), April 12, 197t.
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Before my arrest, I :u,as, in fact, a mere cittilion, a houseuife. Aftet my
iripisonment t feh t sboultl do sometbing to contibate to tbe straggle
of my people.

:Ding Tbi Huong, ubo became a member of the Union of Women

tor tbe Liberation of Soutb Viet Nam after six years in pison

There were at least a quarter of a million political prisoners in Thieu's
jails in South Viet Nam. Nearly half were women. Some we rc arrested
because they rejccred rhc sexual advances of Thieu's soldiers Some
wcre arresred because rhcy got caught up in indiscriminate round-ups.
Some, like Ngo Ba Thanh, were arrestcd bccause thcy campaigned for
peace. Some were arrestcd because they supportcd the Provisional
Rcvolutronary Govcrnment.Hardly any ofthese women had trials and
none had definite seotcnces.

Politics in a police state

Regardless of the situation at the time of arrest, rhere was only
one basic reason why thcse people remained in jail-systematic terror
and police-state tactics werc the only way Thieu maintained his power
as long as he did. By June 1974, people in Saigon-conrrolled arcas
faced rhe worsr famine since 1941. Even high-ranking bureaucrats liv-
ing in Saigon had ro spcnd more than half their salaries on rice alone.
The cost of living doubled berween the time of rhe signing of the Paris
Peace Agreement in January l97l and the libcration of Saigon, April
30, 1975. People saw Thicu as the man responsiblc for the conrinuing
separation of their families, for rampant disease and plague, for the
packs of rats that invaded evcn the rich neighborhoods of Saigon, for
corruption and hcroin addiction, for the betrayal of the country. Daa

cbu is the Vietnamcse word for de mocracy-lite rally, the sovereign
people. Vietnamese pcople living under Thieu's st -called democracy
changed the stord o dan cbti-meaoitg, the insulted people- [l]

Financed and supporred by rhe U.S. governmcnt, Thieu conrinued
ro flaunt every articlc of rhe Paris Pcace Agreement unril his resigoa-
rion. [2] His Air Force bombed PRG areas, his rroops made forays inro
those liberated areas, and he refused to allow a free polirical contest in
South Viet Nam. Hc knew rhat enforcemenr of thc Paris Peace
Agreement would quickly end his rule. The Agrecment recognized two
governmenrs and rwo armies in Sourh Viet Nam-the Thieu regime
and rhe PRG. Thc Agreement also rccognized "three political
lorces"-the Thieu regime, the PRG and the ncurral Third Force-and
statcd that a National Council of National Rcconciliation and Concord
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would include reprcsentation of all rhcse forces. The Agreement gave

thc Council the responsibility for implementing the Paris Pcace Agree'
mcnt, achicving national rcconciliation, insuring democratic libertics
and, most important, organizing free elections in South Viet Nam in
which:

Tbe Soath Vietnomese people sball decide tbemselues lbe political
fatare of So*b Viet Nam tbrougb genuinefi free and democratic
general elections ttder itterzationa! supenisiort. l3l

The Third Force might have becn an important kcy in brcaking thc
deadlock between Thieu and thc PRG through political rather than
military meaos. But Thieu consistently denied the cxistencc of an
iodependcot Third Force and insisted that thc Third Forcc placcs at thc
Council be filled in cqual numbcrs by him and thc PRG, The Third
Force was, in fact, an independcnt political tendency which stood for
peacc io Viet Nam, opposcd Thieu, but had oot,oiDcd thc PRG. It was
made up of a combinatioo of urbao peoplc-students, intcllcctuals,
Buddhists, Catholics and even civil scrvants within the Saigon rcgimc
who have grown incrcasingly hostilc to U.S. iotervcntion. Bcginning in
1972, Thieu systematically arrestcd and tonurcd Third Force spokes'
pcople and supporters in an attcmpt to Prcvent them from forming a

coherent political o rgamzauot.
Ncverthclcss, a numbcr of leadcrs of thc Third Forcc did cmcrgc.

Madame Ngo Ba Thanh provided a modcl of couragc and pcrsistence
in opposing Thicu, and becamc a lcading reprcscotative of thc Third
Forcc. She is a lawyer with degrecs from thc Uoiversity of Strasbourg
and Columbia Univcrsity. Thieu first arresred her for being the foundcr
and chairperson of the rVomen's Commincc to Defcnd thc Righr to
Live. She bclonged to thc urbao uppcr class but during the rwo years

she spcnt in prison she idcotified closcly with peasant womcn aod the
urban poor who were her sistcrs in jail. In Chi Hoa Prison, shc defied
authorities with nighdy "ncws broadcasts" and ioformation bullctins
to her fellow prisoners. Guards could only sileoce her by transferring
her to Bicn Hoa Prison aod kceping her isolatcd. She and othcr
mcmbers of thc \0omen's Committee to Defcnd the Right ro Livc with'
srood brutal torturc. But she told wcll-wishers who attcndcd hcr court
aPPearance:

Don't feel piry for as. As bad as ue are treoted in pison, ue're /reet
tbar any of the functioraries oftbe Saigon regime.14)

The Paris Peace Agreemenr provided for the release of all political
prisoners. Thieu reclassified Ngo Ba Thanh, along wilh countlcss
othcrs, as a "commoo criminal" in order to get around his rreary

obligations. She protested with an cxtended hungcr strikc, lasting

ll'ornen n Cages lot



monrhs. Mounring polirical pressure finally forced Thieu ro release
Ngo Ba Thanh in late 1971. Although under consrant survcillancc and
police harassment, Thanh joined with others who led the growing
Third Force movement that contributed to Thieu's final downfall.

Days without sunlight, nights without fire

Vith nine ty-rwo per cent of his budge t coming from the U.S. and
rwo million people unemployed, Thieu's power dcpended entirely on
U.S. support. There were twenty-four thousand U.S. milirary pcrson-
nel in South Vier Nam disguised io civilian clothes. Most of thcm
"advised" Thieu's police and military appararus aftcr rhe signing of
the Paris Peace Agreeme nt. [1] The Thie u regime had l. I million men
in the army, and admirted to having at least 120,000 policemcn. Thcre
were four categories ofpolice, plus hundreds of thousands of pan-rime
informers who were regularly forced to give information to rhe police.

In Saigoo, there was a policeman on every corncr who spent his
entire day stopping people at random and checking rheir ID cards.
Anyoneout aftercurfew was arrested. Every night rhousands of police
fanned out through Saigon to do house-to-house searches. Every
household had a brown book in which each person in the family was
listed by name, sex, job, and ID card number. Vhen rhe police enrered
the house after curfcw, everyonc was broughr our, and subjecr ro arrest
ifrhose present didn't match the lisr in the brown book. Once arrcsred,
the victim had lirtle hope of being released until she or he signcd a
coofession. This was the period when most of the tortures took place.
Through rorture, the police tried ro ger a confession and rhe namcs of
other people who were "communists." Fred Branfman, ao ex-A[D
funcrionary, insisred that "without rhis torture, rhe Thieu regime
would fall. " [6] 

'

The torture was carried on so sysrematically and on such a mass
scale rhat it was impossible for Thieu to hide it. (71 Dcbris and
Menras, rwo Frenchmen jailed for rwo years in Chi Hoa, reporred rhc
special torture techniques reserved for women. They namcd Duong Van
Chan as the man who ordered that live eels be inserred inro rhe vaginas
of women students, including the woman who was Vice Presidcnt of
the Sourh Vier Nam Students' General Association. Young women
were invariably forced to stand naked for hours in front of masked
interrogators. The tormenrors undertook endless intimate "examina-
tioos"; ran lizards over womeo's bodies; used cigarettes ro inflict
burns on nipples and methodic'rlly burnt offpublic hair; uncapped cokc
bottles, shook the conrenrs vigorously and thcn inserted the borrle into
the vagina; and took pleasure in rape, especially of virgins. l8]
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Those who survived inrerrogation faced the continuous horror of
conditions calculared to execute rhe prisoner slowly, over months, even
years, of time ;

Liuing in tuo-rn€t€r cages, colder tban roch bollous,
Dals utitbout sunligbt, nigbts withott /ire,
Breathing nothirg bat a smell of buman feces
Llitg on mrddl uooden boards,
Fightirg uitb rats,
KeebirlR corzpanl uith earthworms and criclets.
Eating rncooAed rice mixed witb petro/eam,
Rotter salt-fisb smetlirg of tainted flesb . . .l9l

There were special prisons for women-Phu Tai and Thu Duc-where
thousands of womcn had ro makc army uniforms and mosquito nets in
exchange for a bowl ofrotren ricc each day. In 1969, for the first rime,
women were raken to the infamous prison island ofCon Son, also called
Puolo Condor. They went on rhe boat which shurtles betweeo Saigon
and rhe island, rraveliog with the rars in rhe hold, chained on the floor
perperually damp with cxcrement, Iike the Africans in the old slave
ships. [10]

ln the face oftorture, starvation, rats, vermin, disease-tre atme nt
that has crippled, maimed, and murilatcd minds aod bodies for life-
women inside these jails became living models of the infinite capacity
and possibiliry for human beauty and resisrance. Every morniog, pri-
soners were supposed to salure the Saigon flag, but many chose,
insread, to face bearings and torturc. A proverb etched on the wall in
one cell begins to explain why these people were willing to sacrifice so
much ro maintain their digniry:

Tbe mozrtait is onlit so higb, tbe riaer stops
Our caPacity is witbout limit.
Tbe stars can mote.
Oar uill is ansbakable.

In private, a prisoner rccited thc prefcrred version of the last sentcnce

The Ameicatts can get to the n oon,
bl, t/1e1 car, /euer 8et past ,be dere?'rtirlgtiol
of tbe Vietnamese P€oqle. lll)

Ar Con Son, prison guards beat many women for singing a liberation
song on Deccmber 20, the anniversary of rhe founding of the NLF. One
of them, Hien Luong, wrorc this poem, celebrating the defiance of the
sisrcrs who had becn brutalized:
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SONGS THAT CANNOT BE SILENCED

Sing! Let as sizg out,
Sing oul again so our /tearts ma1 burst into /laflre
Ard otr buring bloctd ma1 finally melt these cbains
So thar in tbe deptb ofthe blaclest nigbt
Tbe sut sbines foreter.

Here lbel come uitlt tbeir sticls
Ir tbe glacicl silence
b tbe bctlted cell
Their bloodsbot eles ilet on as
Tlel bwl tltreatening words,
"ll/bo's tbe bitcb u/to had tbe nerue to sing? "

Mate rage elga/fs oar bearts
OLr retort:
A willfitl silence.

After uait tbreats and qtestionings
Blows rain doux.
So mrcb /lesh is totz
Ouer all tbe body, so mrc/t pain!

Tbex, m1 sister,
You stood up proad
Rising aboue the pacA ofAillers
"Dowr uilb lenor! Dow uith the brutes!"

Hazd in band,
Sbo der to sboalder:
A btman wall
lVill lot giue way.
Scarce$ baue tltey /tnted on tbeir beels
Orr laagbter btrsts oat more bigbtll
Otr uoices ise more sueetll
More barmonioas toge tber
ll/itb a stronger beat
Deflitg tbe impotent rage of tbe gaards

Sacb power ix sttcb frail bodies-
Does il cctme from magic?

108



Tbe next day, rePrisals.
Aged motbers,
Little sisters, barefi lbirleen lears old,
Beatett uith the rest
Jur for badng srng.
"lltbo led tbe singing? "
Ansuer: a uitlfal silence.
Contered between tbe uall and tbe lard grcatzd
Tbel fell rnconscioas.
AwaAening,
hto their ears glidas tbe swaet hllaby ofan elder sister
Lile the rcice of tbe naiae aillage.
Saddenly, on your tremblizg liPs
Blooms t,be rose of afrst smile
Tbat no cbains aorsbackles can impison! ll2l

Minh

Minh was 22 ycars old whenJane Fonda inrerviewed her in Hanot
duringthe summerof 1977. Shewas there for medical treatmenr. Minh
told why she had joined the NLF:

lZe laae come to learl tbat ue cantot be bappl unlil tbe U.S. troops
witbdrau from Viet Nam and aatil ue cat determue our out liues.

Her )ob was to hide soldiers. She had been captured by Thieu's police
rhree rimes, rhree times rortured, and three times she had managed to
escaPe.

She told how Saigon soldicrs forced her mouth open, pourcd soapy
water down her rhroar unril her bclly got very swolleo and then jumped
on her sromach. During her iotervicw withJane, Minh suddenly bolted
for the door. The othcr women in the room ran to her side and tried to
calm her. Shc bcgan to fight like an animal, very powcrfully, and flail
her arms. Finally, thcy had to pin her down to the ground where shc
continucd to struggle. Then she bcgan to pant, heavy likc a large ani-
mal, aod her voice, deep and angry, bcgan to rcpeat thc samc thing
ovcr and over again very rapidly. Jane reported:

I will zeaer forget tbe soard of ber uoice. I looled up and eteryone irl
tbe room was cryitg and I asked wbat was bappening. And tbey told
me sbe uas reliuing tbe tortsre. Tbey said sbe bad tbese seizares rega-
lar$, eaery da1, sometimes fiue times a da1, I asked ubat sbe uas say-
ing atd tbel told me, cryilg in admiratiott, tbat sbe uas saging, "lt
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doesn't marlerubat yor! do to me, I uill aeuer speal. Il/e shall be /ree.
It doesfl'/ notler ubat !o,,t do to me, I sball reaer speaA. We sha/l be

free... lt 3l

Huyn Thi Kicn also refused ro talk when she was tortured. With
rhe help of friends, she escaped to Hanoi, where she rcceived an arti-
ficial leg ro replace rhe ooe her torturers cut off. She explained how she
was able ro defy rhe torturel

I tbougbt uery bard and decided tbat I uoald ratlter die tban let m1
conrades get anested and be killed becarse of my information. . . .

lTbel cut off ore leg and after a monlb, she receiued word lbal tbel
were planning lo do tbe same ro tbe otber. Tbe nigbt before sbe Aneu
sbe would be inter<tgaled again . . . I I tbougbt uery bard about tbe
terible tbirg that uould bappel to ne tbe nexl monirrg. I tborgbt
marl tltirgs. I thcwgbt abort bow I joined tbe str EEle to liberate tlte
families and myself, mjt brotbers and sisters and the uillagers and the
coanlry in general. I tboagb/ tbat if I died, many otbers ui// liue and
fight fr-tr tbe cause I haae followed. I was determined to Ae€p nl
lolal4! "l cannot be bougbt off by tbe enenz!, I canrrot sa! anltbing
dbout rflJl cr.tmrades, I connol betra! the cou ry. I woa/d ratber die."
Tbinkirg tbese tbirgs, I fell asleep, ard in my ruind I was readly to face
anJ)tbirrg. Il4l

The next morning, misraking her faint for death, her torrurcls did nor
completely sever her leg. A sympathetic prison ourse saved her and
helped her to escape.

llinri vitanrins

Some pcople did eventually talk-unable to endure torture indefi-
nitely. But neither Minh nor Kien are "super-women." They represent
hundreds of women who mainrained their defiance in rhe face of ror-
ture becausc rhcy gaioed unlimired strcngth from feeliog themselves
part of the strugglc ofan enrire people. Every act of resistance became
a "mind vitamin"-thc prisoners sard tbuoc bo-for the rest. Ar Chi
Hoa prison, the women had to be beaten unconscious before rhe
guards were able to transfer them to Con Son. The resr of rhe prisooers
protested with a hunger strike. [15] Another pnsoner explaioed how
unity among rhe prisoncrs made resistance possible:

ll/e xeuer storted o bunger striAe d.lore, separatelt, By lbe tezs, b1
bandreds, and sometimes tbe wbole prison ueflt on strike. ll/e euen
refised to dinA. . . . Tbat's ubat tbey were afraid of, tlte obstinate
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will, rot ofore, bat oftbe ubole collecrilrtt . . . if need be, ready to dte
ifl sappo of tbeir demards. To let a ulole pison die woald roase
ptblic opinion, tbey uoald get into troable from their bosses, since
lbeir jolt u,as nol to do awal with derdinees, blt to "conrert" tbem.
Especia//1,as ue a/uo1s ,oo[ care to preserlt oppar€rt$ barmless de-
nands at first. . . . Bat tlte main tbinB w.zs to compel tbern ,o giae tp to
proue ,bat lbeJ uere not masters bere. fl6f

Vomcn likc Minh and Kien dedicated their lives to the national
liberation of rhcir people, reflusing to compromise , because they kncw
this was thc only way ro survive. They maintained their resolve
bccause rhey wcrc sure ofvictory. This certainty made them know that
their dearh, if it bccame inevirable, would not be wasted. They knew
rhcy would be avenged and they could not conceive of betraying eirher
thc mcmory of othcr fallen comrades or the struggle of those who
fought on unril rotal victory.

But most of thc women in prison didn't talk because they had no
information to divulge. They, io facr, had not taken an active part in the
liberation srruggle before their arrest. Peasant women who remained
politically naivc, more privileged bourgeois city women, and revolu'
rionary womcn shared a common fate in prison. Prison became a school
whcre jailcrs taughr the barbarous nature of imperialist rule and
inmates raughr each othcr that the only way ro remain human was ro
join with othcr prisoners, purtiog their Principles before their personal
self-inrercsr.

The prisoners also found ingenious ways to hold literacy aod tech'
nical education classes. A woman who had been in Phu Tai prison
w.ore abour how rhey used the rime in prison to make themselves more
capable revolurionaries. She wrote :

The teacbers uere cboset among itose of bigber edtcalion . . . some o/
tbem bad been to tbe seuentb or euen eigbtb grade. Tbe eartb fToor was
ot tbe sarne time tbe "desk" for tbe teacher, tbe "blachboard" and
"copybooA" /or the stadenls. B! lln ue Aept uigi/ance while tbe
others sludied . . lit€tullr/re, bistory and mathematics. . . . ll/e col-
lected small pieces of paper from cement bags, boxes of sueets,
ciBaletle p.zcA€ls lbrown aual by gaards. As pencils, ue used snzall
sticks ofbomboo; as for ink, we ased soot mixed uitb water. Tbe paper
tbus gatbered was ased for those o/ lower edrcational leuel. Most of
tbe otbers used tbe .floor. . . . It's t o, edsJ to descibe fallj' tbe bealngs
and torttre we were stbfecled to wben small pieces of pap€r bed.inB
the dates of Mq l9 lHo Cbi Minb's brrtbdayl and September 2 llnde-
Pendence Da.yl uere discctuered.

Orce Mrs. H. uas raped by torturers'dogs. Before d1ing, sbe
gaue to ber xeigbbor d. piece of cenenr-btg paper wbicb bad been
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cleaned for rlte fiftb time. (lYe bad decided that a piece of paper wo d
be tnusable on$ a/ter its seuextb cleanixg.)

. . . ll'hat u)e knew ue rought lo otbers. Anyore could be a teacber
and a sndent. Tbere were reg ar exarninations, Atllte endofaschoo/
ter?n, ue Passed to a bigber grade. After:evet years in Pbu Tei, we
aueraged tbe foarlb grade, including tbose wbo did not lnou a single
word wben tbel firs, came to pisol. . . . Tbe beast-like Americat tm
peialists baue tried al/ means to deceiue as, for itslance, b1 offenng
better conditiols to studl in tbe U.S. if we manied them. We rejected
tbeiroJferand continued our sttdl in jail. . . . ll7l
There werc more thao three thousaod women derained in this prison.

Vomcn in prison, living in rags wirhout eveo a shred to clean
rhemselvcs during menstruation, found ways to comfort each orher.
Their solidarity, combined with the atrocities of the wardens, and the
humanity of the NLF cadre in prison, convinced many women ro ioin
thc liberation forces while in prisoo. Their determination to be frec be-
camc legends to inspire the growing strength of thcir sisrers
everywhere.

Nou, all tbe prisoners are free!

In the spring of lg7r, as Thieu's army and police fled cach newly-
liberared provincc, prisoners freed themselves, ofren wirh rhe help of
the local population. ln some cases, Thieu's guards had rcccived pan-
icky orders to liquidare all the prisoners. But, instead, many guards
aidcd in the relcase ofthe prisoners as an expresion oftheir suppon for
the new govcroment. After the liberation of Saigon, prisoners frccd
from Con Son lsland Prison receivcd a special heroes' welcome. Thcy
have rcnamed the island "Vo Thi Sau"-after the youngest woman
prisoner ever execured there. Vith the Americans gone, the luxurious
home of U.S. Dcpury Ambassador Lehman became rhe headquartcrs of
the Prisoncrs' Committee. This organization, which was once illcgal
becausc it campaigncd for prison reform, is now helping cx-prisoncrs
regain their strcngth and return to normal life .

Seventy pcr cent of the freed prisoners have TB. One hundrcd pcr
ccnt of the women contracted gynecological infecrions while in prison.
Some of rhose wirh the most severe medical problems are rccovcring
thcir hcalrh ar rhc new center the PRG has organized in Dalat. This
central highlands city, a tourist resort built by the French, is famous
for its bcauty and pleasant climare .

On April 29, 1975, one of them, Nguyen Thi Chau, was rclcased
from Chi Hoa Prison when the guards flcd. She had been tortured be'
cause shc rcfuscd to denouncc Ho Chi Minh. Now she is the President
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of the Pcople's Rcvolutionary Committee that govcrns 210,000 peoplc
in thc lOth Prccinct ofSaigon. She joincd the thousands of oewly-inde-
pcndcnr South Vietnamese people who will heal rheir wounds as they
build a new society.

l. Dcbris and Mcnras,llte Accuse, p- 4-

2. For dcrails of rhc violations of thc Ccasc Firc Agrccmcnts chcck: lndochrna
Rcsourcc Cenrcr, Brcakdown of rhc Victnamcsc Ccasefire: Thc Nccd for a Bal,
anccd Vicw ' (pamphlct, Vashrngton, D-C.. 1974). and "The Paris Agrccment on
Vict Nam'One Ycar Larcr, lndaclno Clronrle rl} Uenuery 21, ttt74l

). l hcsc provisions arc in Chaprcr IV of "Agrccmcnr on Ending rhe War and Resror-
ing Pcacc in Vier Nam," siSncdJaouary 27, lg7l, in Paris by forcign minisrers of
USA. RVN. DRV and PRG.
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Indochina Pcace Campaign, "Womcn undcr Torturc." pp. 7-8i and "An In.
hurnanCoun Scssion, Womez ofViet Naa 12(1t72).pp. lt. 16, IL
Statistics on Thicu's budgcr arc from Guy Gran. 'Amcrican Wclfarc Abroad-
Aid ro Sourh Vict Nam," lndocltou Cbrcntcle r24 (April 8, t97l), p. 7. Dcrails on
U.S. pcrsonncl scrving Thieu from U.S. Civilians io S. Vicr Nam, ' Ticontizen.
tal News Sentice, vol. 2, fl (Fcbruary lr, lr74). p. 17. Informarion on uncmploy-
ment from "ln thc Citics. ' Sot tb Viet Nam n SruRRle c229 (Januarv l, 1974).
P.L
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bbewion, Scprcmber-Ocrobcr 197r, pp. l O- l L
For dcrailcd documcnration of torturc, scc DonLucc, Hostages of lyat lX/ eshing.
ton, D.C.: Indochina Mobilc Educarion Proiccr, l97l); Indochina Pcacc Cam.
paign, "Womcn undcrTorture (Saora Monica,lg7i); InTbtet's Pnsons (H^no'
Foreigo l-anguages Publishing Housc, 1973). Howcvcr, thc most vivid and uoder.
staodable account comcs from rwo mcn who spcnt two ycars in Thieu's prisons-
Dcbris and Mcnras.
Dcbris and Mcnras, pp. ,r-16.
Lin.s from a pocm by an cx.prisoner. Nguycn Dan T.ung: "Crics of Hatrcd from
rhe Hcll of Chin Ham. " Neus foa Vie t Nam 16 (May 15, t97 1), p. 2

la Tbea s Pnsons, pp. 7r-81, and Dcbris and Mcnras. p )?.
Dcbris and Mcnras, pp. 46-47.
Dcbris and Mcnras, pp. 47-18. A slighrly diffcrcnr rranslation ofthe same prrm is
found in "Womcn undcr Tonurc. "
Quorcd in rhc script of thc slidc shorr Womcn of Vtet Nam. by Nancy Dowd and
Janc Fonda (mimco, l97lt availablc frorn IPC).
Huyn Thi Kicn, 'l Vaorcd to Spir in Thcir Faccs, lNSrr28. pp. 7-8.
This occurrcd in Novcmbcr 1969 and was rcporrcd by Dcbris and Mcnras, p. 21.

Quotcd by Nguycn Khac Vicn, "Wirh the Survivors from Saigon's Prisons, Ir-
conhnental Neus Scnt e, vol. 2, ,J (F'cbruary ll, 1974), p. 22.
"Womcn undcr Torturc, ' pp- 22-24.
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I am Minister of Foreign Relations and tbe head of tbe delegation repte'
senting tbe PRG at tEe Pais Conference, but I am also, and this to me
is tbe-most important post of all,Vice Prcsident of tbe Union of Women

for the Liberation of Soutb Viet Nam.

-Nguyn Tbi Binb

Foreigo troops, from France and thc Unitcd States, and native Viet'
oa-.i. pcopl. have battled on thc samc soil but they have foughr dif'
ferent wirs. The Frcnch and U.S. rroops each fought a war of invasion,
ro mainrain thcir colonial and imperial powcr' Thc Victnamcse pcoplc
fought for a bctrer lifc, for land for the peasants, for independence and
reunification of their counrry.

Faced with more than a half-million U.S. soldicrs trampliog ovcr
Sourh Victnamcsc soil, with thc most sophisticatcd intclligcnce gather'
ing machincry in thc world, with computcrs, clcctronic bartlcficlds,
chcmical defoliants and millions of tons of bombs-one may woodcr
how thc Libcration Army grcw stronger and how its lcadcrs avoided
capture. The woman who commands rhc PLAF, Gencral Nguycn Thi
Dinh, recently discloscd that, in fact, she had bccn arrcstcd scvcral
times. But her captors had no idea who shc was. Oncc, sometimc after
1961, whcn ARVN soldicrs arcsted her, many villagers-awarc of her
rcal identity-all weot ar ooce to the jail, insisted that shc was their
relarive, and vouchcd for hcr political loyalry to the Saigon rcgimc. Shc
was rclcascd. Il] Thc only way for a small, poor country ro defeat a

largc, technologically advanced country is to mobilizc, cducate, organ'
ize and arm thc wholc population to rcsist. For thcsc rcasoos, rhe Viet-
namesc call thcir war "A People's War" and a just war. [21

In l9i l, Ho Chi Minh gave thcsc instructions to thc soldicrs fighr'
ing thc French:

lVe f;gltt for the people. Bat ue ore not the "sauiors" of rlle people.
I{/e baue tbe dutlt lo serue the people. All soldiers rnsst Sain ,be tn sr,
respect azd lote oftbe people. Yoa ,rrust condact yourselves in stcb e
ua, tba, when fou bat)€ tot !e! arived, people are waiting /or 1oa,
wbel loa arire, people will belp ya, and uben 1ou leave, people uill
reEret roar d€parture. To accomplish tbis, the 4m! mtst assist and
loue lbe people. Eacb soldier must be a propagandist b1 bis or ber own
deeds.

A gcncration later, during a gathering celcbrating thc signing of
the Paris Pcacc Agreemcnt, Lc Duan, onc ofthe top lcaders ofthc DRV,
repeated that thcir commitmcnt to thc pcople was responsiblc for their
vlctory:

lYe figbt ard ue win zot becaase we are ettdowed uitb steel sAin and
copper bones, bat because ue are buman beings, rea/ haman beings
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Iye ore Vietnam€se ubo are moral, /o1al, patierrt, stTvng, itdomitable,
b* f,lled ui compassion. [31

The firsr section of this book explains why womcn ioined in this
People's Var. Their reasons depend on when they joined, whcrc they
lived aod on rheir individual cxpcriences. Somc, likc Vo Thi Thc,
fought on after 1954 ro rcunify the country so that the ir families could be
together again. Othcrs, likc Lc Thi Hong Gam, were eoraged by rhc
rape of their sisrers and saw that rhe only way to srop assaults on
women was to gcr rid of thc U.S. rroops and ro convince the Saigon
army ro comc ovcr to thc pcoplc's side.

More joined ro avcnge the dearhs ofpeoplc they lovcd. Thousands
ioined local militia forces to defeod their villages rarher than be herdcd
into concentration camps, Vhcn peasana womeo realizcd that bombs
would fall on rheir homcs whether or nor they wcre resisting, rhey
incvitably dccided to raise thcir chances for survival by joining thc
liberation srrugglc and learning to operare anti-aircraft weapons. One
woman in the South joined thc liberation struggle because shc heard
that thc police wcre planning to arrest and tofture her to discovcr the
whereabours of her brother:

At least ifl uas going to get ,ortsred, I migltt as well baae dote sottze.
tbing so tbe pain was uor ) it. l4l

Dinh Thi Huong spokc for many women who joincd the libcrarion
forces afrcr rhc horrors of false arrcsr and prisoo. [1]

Pcoplc's \flar is also women's grar because mosi womeo arc poor
peasanrs and gctring rid of fcudal iniustices is a primary goal of
People's Var. The August Revolution of 1945 overthrcw thc feudal
statc at thc same time as ir begao the war of indcpcndencc against
France. Vhenever thc peoplc's army drove the Frcnch out of i ncw
rcgion, thc first thing rhcy did was ro coofiscate French land and rc-
divide ir among rhe peasants. Viernamese revolurionarics kncw thar
thcir srrugglc would bc a protracted onc because rhey needed many
years to wcar down the srrcngrh of an enemy which initially had much
more powcr. Thcy nccded strong bases of resistance that could sustain
the war ovcr generarions. Thcsc bases or "liberated zones" arc frec
from fcudal and colonial domination. This is how the Vieroamesc
explaio rhc fuoctions ofthe Iiberated zone:

The liberated zore plays tbe role ofa strong rear-base ofpeople's war.
It's a place for tbe armed forces to reorganize, trait and r€st, , , , It is
fartbenrzore tbe starring poirrt of artacAs latncbed b1t liberation forces
dgai$l tbe eneml's refiges. It not on$ satisfes all tbe moteial re-
qti/emetts oftbe fro*, bat is also tbe source ofreuolatiorlary evtbusi.
asm for oar armed forces and pop atiot . . . . 16l
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By continuing to meet as many of rhe people's needs as is pos'

sible , given the hird rimcs and priorities of war, the liberation forces

we.e c-onstanrly growing. One woman, who came from a very poorrefu'
gee family in thc South, wanted to go to school, but couldn-'t afford the

Fees charged by Thieu's Eovernmeot She joined rhe PRG because she

kncw rhaiin ttre liberated rerritory she could receive a free education'
equal to rhar which any man would receive.

Anorher woman also joined the National Liberation Front ro

escape rhc burdcns offeudal patriarchy. She explained:

I cotsrldered m1 serting tbe Fronl an escape from all tbe hardsbips I
endured wbile I lircd witb my mother-inJaw before I ioined tbe Front'
Sbe behaued uery harsb$ tiwards me. It uas olso an opporttniry for
me to cere for the people's welfare atd bappiness. Tbat is wbat I liAed
nost. l7)

Since 1914, rhe entire norrhern part of Viet Nam, the DRV, has

been a liberared zone. Women there have made enormous strides
towards their liberation. Women in the North felt srrongly about pro-

tecring their homes from American bombers and defending what they

have built since iodependcnce. They provided firm support firr their
sisrcrs fighting in thi South, while continuing rheir strugglc in the

North in whatcver ways were needed.

No civilians

People 's Var is also womeo's war because women's participarton
is.sseniial for its success. The concept rhar every cirizen is a soldier
and must be rrusrcd is a rried and tested tradition lt was first used to
defeat rhe Mongol invasion in the thirtecnth century. During rhc

People's Vars ofrhis century, again, there are no civilians. A peaceful

villigc one day may become a combat zone the nexr' Thc front is every'
where and everyone is involved io the fight.

For example, several years ago, an 88-year-old peasanr woman

was enraged by the atrocities ofthe foreigo troops invading her village

She insisied that NLF cadre teach her how to trigger land mines. She

waited six months for the opportunity and eveotually killed two U S.

soldiers. Other Gl's caprured her, but they released her when she con'
vinced thcm she was just an innocent grandmother' She became known

as "Heroine Eighty'Eight.' ' [8] Other old wome n smuggle ricc or arms

to youngcr *om"n "oldi"... 
Children deliver messages, students

demonsriate, and invalids also have a role. Kien, whose lcg was cut off
during torturc, now works in a liberatioo hospital. No one is unem-
ployed.
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Liberated zoncs and rhe territory of North Viet Nam may not have
been subject to ground invasion, bur both faccd the daily battle wirh
invading bombers. General Giap described the "ground against air"
war as a new kind of People's \War where everyone fights rhe coemy's
air and naval forces, works to ensure communication and transport,
engages in production, and fights ro defend the North while serving the
front in the South. [9] The Vomen's Union launched the "Three Re-
sponsibiliries' ' Drive in rhe North in 196i which specified women's in-
dispensable role in this "New Peoplc's Var. " Thc Three Responsibili-
ties were for production, the family and serving the front, fighting if
nccessary. Io rhe coursc of this campaign, women have learned new
professions and taken over key management roles in rhe economy.

The decisive victory o[rhc Victoamese peoplc rhar forced the U.S.
governmeot to abandon all atrempts at controlling Sourh Viet Nam is
impressive evidcncc of rhc srrcogth of People's Var. The goals and
policies of People's War work to free women from feudal patriarchy
and imperial oppression. The success of People's Var requires the
parricipation of e veryone-e spe cially womco, Vc shall now see how
in rhe process of working, demonstrating or bcaring arms to free Vict
Nam from foreign rulc, thc Viernamese women have also begun to free
themselves from thcir tradirional oppression as women.

Not€s

l. Nguycn Thi Dinh told this story toJanc Fonda and Tom Haydcn in an intcrview
April 19, 1974. Thcy reporred rhc interview in informal convcrsation with this
aurhor.

2. Much of rhe informarion for this chapter comcs from thc classic statcmcnt on
Peoplc s \(ar in Vicr Nam by Gcncral Vo Nguycn Giap, Tle Milirary Art af
People s War (Ne* York; Monthly Rcvicw Press, I970).

J Borh arc quotcd by Tran Van Dinh. Thc Vie( Nam Peoplc s Army, lndochua
Cbrontcle (\lashingron, D.C.) fll (Fcbruary 28, I974), p. l.

4..lanc Banon, Women POWS in Sourh Vict Nam. in IPC prmphlc. "Womcn
undcr Torture. "

t. Karhlccn Gough Abcrlc, 'An lodochincse Confcrcncc in Vancouvcr," B leun of
Cozcemed Asian Scholr/i, Summcr-Fall 197I. p. 8.

6. Pham Cuong, "ln rhe Libcrarcd Arca," in Soatb VEt Narn: Florn NLF ,a PRG
(Viernamcsc Studics 021i Hanoir F-oreign Languagc Publishing Housc).

7. Qtrorcd by David Hunt, "Organizarion for Rcvolution io Vict Nam," Radiccl
An enca yol.8, #l-Z 0 anuary-April 1974), p. 140.

8. Story of "Hcroine Eighty.Eighr" rold (in informal convcrsation) by Jaoc Barron.
mcdicalworker grho livcd in South Vict Nam for two ycars.

9. Gencral Vo Nguycn Giap, 'Rcvolurionary Armcd Forccs and Pcoplc's Army,
V,ct Nam Cotner#) (Augusr t972), p- 14.
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The first days I felt ill at ease-marcbing in step, lobbing grenades,
taking aim uitb my ifle, bitting the ground. . . . But as soon as I saw
tbe Ameican plares come bock, my timidity left me.

-Anb Vien, South Vietnamese peasont uomsn

Men whose power rested on feudal and colonial institurions have the
primary responsibility for rhe subordination and passivity of womeo.
Revolutionary leaders worked hard to convince pe ople-e spe cially the
timid ones-that: "There is nothing inevitable about poverty. You are
poor because you live under an unjus t sysrem. ' ' 

I I ] But even as people
take power to change the system, there's no automatic, 24,hour trans-
formation in women's lives. It's been difficult for Vietnamese women
to develop confidence in their ability to take initiative, to fighr back, ro
do "men's jobs." The struggle for survival provides the inirial push
and momentum for the learning process. "Turn your hatred inro
encrgy" has been the guiding principle of the Vietnamese resistance.
rVomen in particular have an enormous store of old hatred and new
en ergy.

Beating the drums

Hatred becomes effective fighting energy as people overcome
their fear. Smali first sreps make larger ones possible. In 1960, for ex-
ample, after six years of Diem's terror campaigns, the National Libera-
tion Fronr understood that a total assault on Diem's troops would re-
quire an impossible display of courage on the part of unarmed peas-
ants. In the Mekong Delta, one of the first rhings cadres asked all vil-
lagers to do was to beat drums to create a fighting armosphere and a
seose of unity.

Many ofthe peasanrs were so frightened of Diem rhat they locked
themselves in their homes before they would beat their drums. Wheo
Diem's officials did not respond to these unorthodox provocations, rhe
NLF won its firsr small victory; and people gained enough confidence
to leave their homes for meetings. The size of the meetings grew unril
all the villagers began to think of themselves as a collective force
capable of defending itself.

At meetings, rhey had careful discussions of the nature of the
eoemy-trying to assess his power and vulnerability realistically. Fore-
seeiog that the war would be long, leaders tried ro caurion people ro
avoid impulsive actions, uncontrolled fury or contempt for the enemy.
Successful organizers did not rely on written communication, but
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rather talked personally with each Peasant. By 196t, the NLF governed
most of the Me kong De lta.

Later, the invasion of a half a million U.S. troops and the continu'
ous saturation bombiog put the NLF on the defensive again. While
some people became discouraged, the Front maintained its organiza-
tional iohirence. Vomen cadre and all poor peasanls were especially
stubborn in their loyalty. Increased repression from U.S. invaders re-

kindled people's hatred and resolve to fight. The persistent presence of
the NLF organization in the form of dedicated cadre who exPerienced
the same misfortunes as everyone else, but who had a strategy to win,
made it possible to focus and reorganize the people's energy.

Speaking Bitterness

Io the course of decades of hard struggle, people have learned
many new ways to develop their ability to fight actively for themselves.
\Women gain a new sense of their own power in "speak bitterness"
meetings. !(hen rhe people liberate an area, the most downtrodden
have their first experience in directly confronting their oPPressors

without fear. For example, shortly after the Geneva Accords were
signed in 1954, about fiiteen thousand Peasants gathered in. the vil-
lage of Son Nam, twenty miles south of Hanoi, for a speak bitterness

meering. They flew banoers denouncing landlordism and several

militia women stood guard as the chairman of the tribunal read out the

charges against the Iandlord named Cac. Cac was taller than most Viet-

n".i"., 
"o 

they forced him to stand in a hole. That way he couldn't
look dowo on his accusers. Then the witnesses began to "recount their
sorrows. " One middle-aged woman, whose husband had died from a

beating inflicted by Cac, moved closer to Cac as she accused him. She

seemea about to tear him to pieces, her face distorted with pain as she

testified:

Once when I was oal col/eclixg ,nanure, lou came and tried lo dolale
me. I threu tbe manrre in lourface, bat yoa tbreatened tne witb lour
dagger and lou tooh rne. Axd once uhen I u''as conzing bomet ya sur'
pri\"ed me ai the corner of tbe rice fields and tbrearened to Aill me uith
yourdaggerifl did not submit l2l

Cac rurned his head away from the woman's insistent voice. The chair'
man commanded Cac to turn around again to face her and she cried in
disgust:

Yes, and after yoa killed m5t ltusband, lott sent lour wfe to persttdde

me to be your concubine. . . . Becatse ofloar tbreats and attenzpts to

uiolate me, I bad to take the cbildren axd go and liue elsewhere. . . .
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A l9-year-old woman testified next. As she began to speak, she was
trembling all over, but her voice was hard and clear. She had been sold
to Cac by her starving mother when she was eighr years old.

Yoa beat me euerydag for six years, she said, her accusing finger an
inch or two from his nose. Once earfu ia tbe motzing, uhen I
was cooAing food for tbe pigs, yoa said I bad nol leamed my lessons
arrd lat beat ,71e uit/t t/te fireu,,ood. Tbex yott urercbed off m1 clothes,
looh.a piece of bumitg wood from tbe fire ard planged it into ruy
uagrr|a....

As Cac tried to deny this accusarion, anorher woman shouted from the
crowd:

You too€ it to plange into tbe uagina of m1 girl.

She got to her feer and pushed her way through the crowd to face the
ex-landlord. She was dressed in rags:

Cac! You're a sauage. I so/d m1 daagbter to yoa wben our family uas
dling of star-uatiofl. Yot beat ber almost to deatb euery day and once
yoL uiolated me al dogger point . . . notbing bzt a saudE€, tbat's uhot
yoa are. Nou tbanLs to the l-ao Doxg Parry, I can come bere and de-
nouce jtour wickedness .,, yoa're finisbed now.

Meetings like rhese happened everywhere in the DRV. At first
revolutionary cadres organized them, but larer, they became so
popular rhat villagers would initiate them oo rheir own. Somerimes
the most brutal landlords were senrenced to death. The DRV recorded
100 executions duriog the land reform period. More often, landlords
who refused to reform got sentences of fifteen ro rwenty years in pri-
son. Speaking birterness dramatized the possibility and reality of new
self-determination for women and men. The denunciation itself marks
the beginning orthe process to abolish all patriarchal power based on
feudal exploitation.

Cadre training schools

In rhe early days of the revolutionary movement against the
French, some male Party members had more than one wife . French re-
pression and illiteracy made it hard to spread rhe new revolurionary
program. Ho Chi Minh found that rhe most effective way of spreading
revolutionary politics was to put the program of the Vier Minh to verse.
Singing these verses may have been the first step many women took
towards political leadership.

A woman cadre described the gradual process of gaining confi-
dence aod polirical skills in the Sourh today:
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ll/hen yot go into tbe uillage tbe uomen lcadresl uill go t p to otber
womel and say, "Come on; ue realfi need 1ou, riglt nou." Aad tbey
sa1, "Bul, ob, I cafl't do it, I'm so feeble; I ius, can't do arytbittg. I
Atow I car't." And ue sa1, "ll/ell, les tor. cln do it. Yoa mast do
n!" 13)

She described how even grandmothcrs learoed to rcad and write so

they could make their reports to the revolutionary committees.
In 1960, the original Political Program of the NLF included a

commitmeor to apply a policy of activcly favoring, fostering and train'
ing women cadres. Bui Thi Mc is now Vice Prcsidcnt of thc Union of
\Vomen for the Liberation of South Vict Nam as well as Vicc Ministcr of
Health ofthe Provisional Rcvolutionary Governmcnt. Shc analyzcd thc
origin of womcn's passivity and talked about how they work to over-
come lt:

Il/ber uomen stayed at bome all tbe lime, tbe, lost touci uitb sociery.
Their isolation bred insecaitl and, after a while, shytess and passiuitl
seemed liAe uomen's "natural qualities." ln tlis uay, tbe ideologit of
fetdalism became ittemalized. We work to ouercome tbis problem by
stntggling against feadalism. Mer are also ,be aictim of fexdalism, so
they join us in tbe straggle. . . . We also ,bitA it is important to strug'
gle eueryday uitb olrselues to o?ercorne our sbyness. I inclade m1'
self-if I don't stntggle uith my oun sblness, I carr't strltgg/e uith so'
ciet1. lVe also use political covrses to help ouercome sbyness. ll/bet
tbe sh1 ones mingle uitb the women cadre wbo are cotfdevr, litrle bj
little, thel ouercome rb€ir passiuir!. 141

Every NLF cadrc, and cvery residcnr in PRG zoncs, whether malc
or female, must study the importancc of women's cquality, thc tradi-
tion of women's heroism in Vietnamese history, colonial and fcudal
oppression of women, and women's rolc io thc national liberarion
struggle. Women involved in thesc courses have lcarned how difficult
ir is to challenge rraditional patriarchal notions ofmanhood:

I haue to tell 1or tbere are monl cadres il tbe Nl-F who indeed, in
coarses, in big meetirgs, in bigforums, ubet tbel taAe tbe floor, make
uery beautifal speecbes abott the equaliry of uomen. Beauhful, mar-
ueloas speecbes. But ir realiy, at home, he is bebavittg uitb lis wife
like afeudat lord. So bis colleagues bave to proctice cliticism to remitd
him tbat be sboald brirrg rogetber his words and bis deeds and also tbe
uomer itt tbe ll/omen's lJrion baue lo wage bat e agoins, ,bem. It's
not a very edsy job. [51

Thc Union of \Vomen for thc Liberarion of South Vict Nam organ'
ized a special school for training womcn in political and military lcad'
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ership. They named rhc school after Minh Khai. Throughout the war
years, many women raveled long distanccs to atrend rhree-month ses-
sions at the Minh Khai School, somewhere in liberated terrirory.
District and Provincial meetings of the Vomen's Union chose the
women from their areas who would go to rhe school. They lived and
studied together, and after three monrhs, rhey would rerurn ro rheir
village or battlefield to apply what rhey had learned.

The curriculum included: the general internarional siruarion; the
current situation in Viet Nam; strategic stages and tasks of the revolu-
rion; how to build rhe movement among rhe pe ople-e specially
women; the pafiicular accomplishmenrs of women, their role and po-
tential; and women's and children's health care-including a first aid
course. Afrer each lesson, the women gathered ro discuss it. They
compared whar rhey had done in their villagc wirh whar rhey studied in
class, aod learned by criricizing rheir past pracrice. Sometimes, after a
year of applyiog rheir lessons, a few cadre rerurned to the school for
more advanced leadership rraining.

Experienced polirical leaders take special care in training new
cadre. They assume that if a srudent has reservations when she leavcs
the class, she will nor be effective later on. The leaders encourage all
participanrs ro voice quesrions and criticisms. Debate conrinues until
the doubts are resolved.

After the Paris Peace Agreemenr, cducarion for women in some
areas ofthe South bccame casier. Vomen could gather withour fear of
enemy reprisals. By March 8, 1971, rhe Vomen's Union for rhe Lib-
eration of South Vier Nam had ser up rhirry new training courscs for
one thousand womcn cadre in Quang Tri alonc. [6] During rhe two-
wcek training period, women read documents by Ho Chi Minh and
others about political organizing and women's liberarion. They com-
pared what rhey had read wirh thcir own pracrical cxpericnce. Their
goal was to learn how to mobilize women to dcfcnd rhcir rights and ro
rebuild their villagcs.

In the Norrh, similar cadre rraining schools for women have had
the supporr of rhe Srate since 1914. But in 1960, the Second National
Congress of thc Vict Nam Womcn's Union called for an accele ration in
women's educarion:
To corfdently prorrrore uornerl cadres and deuelop tbeir abilities in
laLing po/, in lbe management ofproductiol oad in stete mazageme12t.
. . . Our gridilg pinciple for tbe pronorion and lostering of uomen
cadres is to bold$ promore womet cadres tct bigber positiotts, to
ertrust tbem with imporlar2t losAs arrd to train tbem patierrtl!. . . , If ue
are bold exoagb to giue womel the respotsibility for wor| at all leuels,
they will bat'e opportanities for traiting, to deuelop tbeir cdpacities and
matrre qaickly. l7)
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k Thu, Director of thc Vomco's Union Cadre School in Hanoi,
explained rhc imporrance ofcadre rraining:

It's a uery big tasl to mobilize uomen-in order to develop a strotg
uomerr's mo?emenl, ue fiast baae uomen cadre becaase womet
understand eacb otber more clearly,

By t9zl, rhe Central School for \iVomcn in rhe DRV had trained
nearly )000 women cadres, most of whom returoed to work at districr
organizations of thc lfomcn's Union. [8] The length of the courses
vary from one week to one year, depending on the type of cadre being
trained. Mosr of thc women studying are peasants and workers,
although a few come from intellectual backgrounds. Le Thi Xuyeo,
Vice Preside nr of the Vie r Nam Vomen's Union, explained some of the
goals of cadre training:

lye try ,o ,eacb tben aboul tbe enemy-bis weak and strong poirps. If
thel on$ leaned aboat bis srrorrg points, thel uo d lacA confdence.
We explain oar proErdm atd strategl for ouercotning the eneml. lYe
try toforesee diffic ties in aduance, uhi/e ue stress oal st/ong poinrs.
lZe alwals teach tbe general policl o/ tbe Perly ard State and its
particular applicoliox to uort€n. Training also inchdes discussions
about bow to mobilize women, uomen's problems and igbts, and bow
t<t be/p women in tbeir pitate /iues. . Ir ,be past, uben most oftbe
cadre were illiterate or uhen we uere al i/tegal orga zation, we coald
rot re$ on uitten mareials. Toda1, it's easier and ue combire
reading, lectures and discassiott,

h tbe end, the rnost imporlant tlting for a cadre to uderstand is
that ber mait ,asl is to deuelop ,he capacily of tbe population because
cadres cantol do euerytbing tbemselues .l9l

The inner struggle

Ngo 1'hi Nguyen, a mcmber of the Executive Committee of the
rVomen's Union in Vioh Linh, is a graduare of ooe of these schools. She
is 57 years old and has bcen activc in the Vomen's Unioo for 29 years.
She is a pcasant. Bcforc the August Revolution in 1945, she was com'
pletely illiterate. Now, she has a 4th grade education which includes a

month-long cadrc'training course she took in 1960. Nguyeo has five
children, all of whom are either in the army or studying. Her husbaod
is retired. She hasn't lived with him for six years bccause her duties as

a Vomcn's Union leader require that she spend virtually all her time
away from home. She travels from village to village, stayiog in three or
four villagcs cach month. In cach village, she lives in the home of a
local family, sharing the work. She rries to learn whar the women are
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doing, what they are feeling proud of, what are thcir grievances, prob-
lcms and accomplishmcnts. She tries to explain the current program of
thc Vomeo's Union and give the local people a sense of rhe narional
political situarion.

Nguycn explained how, as a cadre, it was hcr rcsponsibiliry to take
initiativc in struggling against contempt for women still commoo
amonS somc mcn.

L sbouldt't be recessary for a uife to bate to seeh belp. It is tbe re.
sponsibilitl of tbe lYoman's Urior. Forexanple, ,here's a man named
Hoarg Ta uho ased to cr.rse azd sometimes beat bis wife. I we* to
tbeir home and tried to explaiz to bim in a persoral talk tltat bis uife is
atso a ltaman beitg, tbat sbe bas tbe ight to be treated equlfi and
that tbe reaolation had been foagbt for eleryon€. He said be agreed,
but be did rot real$ cbange bis bad bebarior. So we indted bim to tbe
lf,/oriet's Union beadqaarters to Eiue iim a collectire citicism of ltis
bebavior.

Collectire presstre conuizced lim that be mast abazdon bis fe*
dal way. ll/e also tried to giue bis wife more confdence ,o srntggle
uitb bim. lye rlse tbe sarrre slep-b!"step Procedure to get men to sb.re
it tbe bosseuork or to allou tbeir uiaes ,o go ott at nigbt. We zsed to
bave a lot of met who resented tbeir uites taling classes at nigbt. Tbe
Peasanrs' Associatiot also ,ahes some responsibility. lYlen tbe metz
corltinte to ignore as, tbey can be ptnished fu lau. [l0l

The Victoamese refcr to this cootinuing struggle against "feudal
idcology" as the "lnocr Struggle." A representative explained:

Tie straggle is not a clesb betueen nen and uomet, but between in.
stitttions and ideologies, and betweet tbe neu gouetzment atd old
ctstons. I11l

ln peasanr associatioos, in tradc unions, in schools, and in the
homc, groups ofpcoplc mcct togcther, evaluating their work and plan-
oiog futurc work. After each task is complctc, thcy try ro help each
othcr understand their wcaknesscs and faults, and also their strengths,
in order to provide positivc akcrnativcs. Thcy call this process lrazz
siao-self .criticism /criticism. Murual respect and solidariry is :he
basis for self-criticism / criticism aod sclf-criticism / criticism also
srrengrhens solidariry. Thcy havc learncd:

l, is nattral tbat ue baye ermrs and disaEreerTter,ts, bat self-citicism/
citicism belps us to leep our ati4t and to create grealer loue among
as. We neter use heaty presstre. If tbe anor is ore of pinciple, we
stntggle to tbe etd. But i/ tbe eror is ore of personality, we usaal$ let
it pass, h anl case, no oxe is etter pressed into tbe mad, Our stntggle
is alwals in tbe spiit of loue.l12l
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Afrer an initial personal discussion, the group will meet and will
raise thc problem. Then thc,nan who has been "bchaving likc a fcudal
lord," for examplc, will try to show he understands the problem by
talking about ways to solve it. This process breaks dowo traditional
hierarchical relationships and gives the group collcctivc responsibility
for thc problcm. So no individual woman has to struggle alone for hcr
righrs.

Learning by example

The fact that thc Vietnamese pcoplc were srruggling for
generations, against rhe Frcnch, U.S. and Saigoo rroops, has srrength-
encd women's ability to fight back. In the coursc of prorracrcd strug-
gle, men learn to.cook, care for children and wash clothcs. \i(omeo
learn to use automatic weapons and anti-aircraft guos. Womeo who
ooce hid from the bombs, squcezing rhcir eyes tighrly ro shut out the
horror, oovr have primary rcsponsibiliry for downing bomber plaoes.
Luu Quy Ky, Secretary General of the J ournalisrs' Unioo, cxplained:

From tbe beginrirg tbe aim was ,o g€, p€opl€ to l{t tbeir beads and
lool at tbe p/azes. Wben loar bead is doun, lott tbink tbe sAy is full of
p/anes. Bxt wbet yoa lrft lyour bead yor! see there is one bere, one t/tere
ard yor Anow bow meny, If you bear the sound o/ tbe explosions, you
are aliue, so 1oa baue nolbing to worry aboat. lf ya don't bear tbem,
you are dead, so 1or also don'l worry. . . .

He also explained how anti-aircraft gunners lcarncd not to fear the
supersonic speeds of the planes, sinCc militia women on the ground fire
in fronr ofrhe plane from rhe opposire dircction:

Tbefastertbe plane, tbe qaicAertbeb lletrt€€tsit. 113l

The experiencc of shooting down a B-12 or F-lll helps to over-
come the sensc of infcriority a woman fclt. The new experience of re-
pairing her machine in a factory whcn it hreaks down helps convince a
woman that shc can be sclf-sufficicnt. Cam Thanh, a writcr who speot
a lot of time at thc front, cxplaincd:

At first women don't tbinA tbel can do sacb tbings. But t/1e trutb is e
coluitcing atsuer. ll 4l

The Viernamcsc call rhis proccss tu giai pbong or sclf- libcration. By
participating in new acrivities, they bcgin to qucsrion and rejecr the
clC, oppressive ways. Vomcn also have ncw pridc in tbcir tradirional
roles. For example, when a woman supplics mcals to the Liberation
Army, she fcels a pride that she didn't fcel when she servcd meals to a
landlord or a husband shc didn't lovc.
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Each woman who learns to fight becomes a model and inspiration
for the next. For example, Ut Tich was exceptional bccause she ioined
the guerrilla forces when she was only l4:

"Tahe me with yoa I " she told tbe soldiers. Srrpised at sucb a request

from a thin lit e girl, tbel asked: ''Whydolouuanttocomewilbas?''
"It's hard to be a sertart." Thelt rep/ied, "But it's also tery bard to
figbt the Frercb. ' Sbe responded, "Blt al leasl ialt can bit bacA. As
for me, wbet m1 mislress beats me, I can oz$ ran away." [l5l
ln time she became a local guerrilla commander, organized a group of
women fighrers aod earned a rcputation as an amazing fighter in
countlcss battlcs. Shc was thc mother of six childrcn aDd a national
hero in Vicr Nam. Shc dicd in bartlc io 1970.

Ur Tich fought in South Viet Nam. In Hanoi, there's a team of
womeo tractor drivcrs who work ar the pier unloading ships. Their
team's name is "rhc Ut Tich Team." Thuoc, one of the drivers, was
inrerviewed recently. Thc inrerviewer askcd her how long it rook her to
learn to maneuver rhc tractors which pulled a line of heavily loaded
trailers around rhe wharf. Thuoc respondcd:

The da1 I began worl. on lbe wharues, I was scared to deatb: tbe /anes
uere nalrou, with lots of ctrues and small bidges, and taffic uas so
beaul! An accident co d l)appen so easiQ. Wben I was at dnuing
school, ue droue ligbt tractols ou€r good roads. Bat now it's another
pair of sboes! We uomen are nol uery strorry. During tbe l,ears of tbe
Amenlcan air raids, we often worAed at nigbl. The trai/ers were beaai/y
loaded, tbe lanes were poorly lit-it uas truly bard worh. Sometimes
tbe trectors brohe dout aitb all Ainds of trorbles: ignition trorble,
engine failure, carbarelor o oforder; or trai/ers wou/d brtsh against
eacb other catsitg goods to fall all ouer lbe place. Btt ue stood fasl.
Oar team bears lbe zame ofSister IJt Ticb, bero oftbe Sottb. . . .

In 1967, an alluoman tednl was formed. At first, it was not sacb
smootb sailing. Ma4y ofus uere bampered by a Aird ofixferiority cotn'
p/ex: no ote Axew abou/ labor management, engine moinlenance and
especialQ lealersbip work. . . . Besides tbere were a// kinds of indi'
uidtal idiosltcraci€s. Bll ll,e stro?e to /eant /rom t/te example of sister
Ut Ticl. lt6l

Thuoc worked especially hard because she was from a province in
the North rhar was rhe sister province of Ut Tich's birthplace in the
South. Thuoc considered herselfthe adopted sisrer ofUt Tich aod tried
to be wonhy ofthe special rclation. Shc used to come to work an hour
early ro warch the other drivers and learn from them about engine
reparr. l:rer she proposed a way to save rons of fuel by designirtg a

ncw merhod of starting rhe rractors. Now she can drive or repair any
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vehicle. Her team has overfulfilled its work quotas and received a com-
mendation for "comradely feelings among its members, perfect equip-
ment maintenance and total lack of accideots and waste ." As news of
their work spreads, young women are encouraged to take oew leader-
ship in tasks previously reserved for men.

Heroic fighters and workers have emerged in every Vietnamese
village . Local Women's Unions organize move me nts-calle d emula-
rion campaigos-that encourage all women to follow the examples of
their sisters

learning ro Figl, BacA til

The Three Responsibilities Movement

In the DRV, the Three Responsibilities Movement has been a
major national emulatioo campaign for women. Since 1965, the cam'
paign has taught women about the tasks the revolution needs them to
do and has provided the encouragement for them to accomplish these
tasks. Every local chaprer ofthe Women's Union-whether based in an
agricultural cooperative, factory, school or office 

-participates 
in the

Three Responsibilities Movement.
During the height of the war, the Three Responsibilities were for

production, defense and the family. Since the end ofthe air war against
the North, the Three Responsibiliries Movement has new cootent:
(1) to take responsibility for production and political leadership in
''carrying out duties ra rhe couotry;"(2) to ensure effective organizarion
of the family for the growrh of future generarions; and (3) to srruggle
for equality between women and men. Local chapters decide the most
appropriare ways for members to fulfill these respoosibiliries. Ar rhe
end of a six-month period, the collective evaluates their work in ful-
filling the Three Responsibilities and awards those women who have
done outstanding work. For example, in Ngu Thuy Village, during the
war, the Vomen's Gunner unit won many "Three Responsibilities
Awards" for their success in sinking U.S. warships. Today, in a nearby
agricultural cooperative, the Three Responsibilities Movement is fo-
cusing women's energy on cattle raising. Women may get Three Re-
sponsibilities Awards for family work in taking care of orphans or in
organizing successful birth control campaigns.

In the Sourh, rhere was a similar emulation campaign-the "Five
Goods Movemenr. " Women received awards for work in (l) defense,
(2) production, (3) learningaod improving their own capacity, (4) or-
ganizing the Vomen's Union, and ()) the family. During the first six
monrhs of 1974, J00lo ofthe women in Quang Tri Province received the
"Five Goods Award." Many women received awards for rheir success
in encouraging ARVl.l soldiers to desert. [17]



lrssons in leadership

Organization is a tool which can help women learn to fight. One of
the major tasks of rhe Viet Nam Vomen's Union is political and techni'
cal education ofwomen. The \Vomen's Union has provided a source of
education, support and power for Vietnamese women in one form or
another since 1930. Unril the country was Partitiooed, there was one

organization. By 1910, it had nearly three million members. After 1954,

Diem repressed the Union in the South. It re-formed in l96t as the
Union oi Women for the Liberation of South Viet Naml Today this
organization has several million members. The Viet Nam Women's
Union in the North is now a separate organization with five million
members.

Borh unions are organized at every level of society, but, until re-
cently, the Union in the South functioned sectetly in cities controlled by
Thieu. IiTomen belong to the Union through chapters organized at pro-
ducrion and office units, since they believe that the rights of women
must be settled where they work. At this local level, there's continuous
political education in regular bi-monthly meetiogs which include the
entire membership. In the North, the Union publishes weekly and
monthly magazioes which cover aoything that serves the major tasks of
rhe Union: defending women's rights, defending peace, working for
reunification ofthe counrry, aod building socialism.

The weekly Pbr Nr Viet Nam (Yietr,amese \Voman) distributes
120,000 copies-making it the second largest circulating magazine in
the country. It is the central organ ofthe Viet Nam rJToman's Union so

women regularly discuss magazine articles in their local Vomen's
Unioos. They respond e nthusiastically to articles publicizing exper'
iences of their sisters which counter traditional prejudices againsr
women. Each month the editorial board receives more thao a thousand
letters from their readers-not counting lerters addressed to "Heart-
to-Heart-Talk,'' the advice column. [18]

It's the policy of the Vie t Nam Vome n's Union to e ocourage men
to share all housework, childcare and marketing. Many meetings have
been devoted to discussing the most effective ways to carry on the in-
ner srruggle with men. In order to insure that women have the freedom
to learn from each other, the Unioo collectively rePrimands uncooPer-
ative husbands who want their wives home at oight. In the North,
every cooperative farm and factory has childcare facilities, so baby-
sitting needs don't prevent women from improving their educational
level. The Union also enables womeo of different geoeratioos to teach
other. Through concerted political education, the Union has brought
together daughters aod mothers-in-law-overcoming rraditioos of
hostility and jealousy.
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Out ofthis mass participation emerge new leaders. A few women,
who later became nariooal leaders, received direct political educarion
from Ho Chi Minh. He was not only the most importanr leader in the
Vietnamese revolution, but also a poet and a model of gentle strength
and modesty. Truong Thi My, a member of the Central Committee of
the Viet Nam rVome n's Union and also Vice President of the Vie t Nam
General Confederation ofTrade Unions, attended a one 'month training
course for cadres in 1941. In those days, Ho Chi Minh, along with all
revolutiooaries, led a clandestine life. Those going to the course trav-
eled through the jungle on foot for nine days. Truong Thi My remem'
bers:

Altboagb I was ased to paddl leecbes, it uas m! frst expeience with
jargle leecbes. Wben we entered a nourrtairl ca?e to gel sofie sleep, I
got qaite a sbochfrom wbat I saw sticking to my legs. . , . lAfter sorne'
one told ber ltow to get id of tbe leecbes and stop tbe bleeding) I was
rc longero/raid ofjangle leecltes. . . .

Once they arrived, they were greeted by a man who presented himself
modestly as Comrade Thu's courier. Comrade Thu was believed to be
an alias of Nguyen Ai Quoc, who later called himself Ho Chi Minh.

. , . Tbe next da1 the old coaier came again. He told us, "Come uith
me to c/ass." ll/e came lo tbe foot of a mountain, , The o/d man
ualked abead witb nimble gait tp tl)e steep and slippery patb. I was
second. . . . Tbere was anolher womat ix tbe co/umn: Sister Trung, of
Cao Barg. Sbe and I bad cat for ourselues strong bamboo ualAing
sticAs, and eacb of as canied a bandle of clothes slarg across tbe
sboalder. Oar male companions often slipped. Brt I fell rot once! Tbis
was due to tbe fact tbal I uas tsed ,o bard uorA in the fields, and be-
sides was ualAitg barefoot. . . . Oar class was held on top of the moax
tain, ubere a few big trees gare as sbade. , , . Oar lectarer uas ,b€ old
coaier bimself. In bis opening lectare, be talhed lo as about tlte impor-
tance of Marxism-Leninism. . . . As for me, I was deepl impressed b3t

tbe old man. I thotght to mlself: "lf bis coaier is so lnowledgeable,
hou learzed mts/ be oxr leader!" Ore remarLable thing aboo tbe old
man uas that lte uery seldom used dtfficult tenns, whicb made bis lec
tares easJ) to uldersland. , . .

. . . The class ended. My classmates retrrted bome. I fell ill and
had to sta1. Once euery few days, t/te old m.an called apon ,ne to irr-
qtire after rny bealth. He was like a grandfatber to me. On$ later did I
learz that oar old lecttrer uas Ngtyen Ai Qaoc, Unc/e Ho, orr beloaed
and uenerated leader. Tbus be gaue as gaidance. Tbe time I spent in
ltis class is tbe most sacred, tbe ,tost precioas peiod in m1 entire reao-
lationary life. [lPl
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Years of struggle reinforce these lessons. As time goes by, by-
standers disappear and more and more women join rhe revolutionary
process. Novels, short stories, poems, songs, plays, newspaper ac-
counts, movies, paintings, sculptures-in the North and South-pre-
sent examples of womeo heroes who inspire increased strength on rhe
part ofstill more women. The overwhelming majority of leading char-
acters in the arr and literature of revolutionary Viet Nam are women
mostly heroes who have overcome incredible obstacles to make either
productive, political or military contributions ro rhe revolurioo. Mosr
Victnamese insist rhat these characters are not romanricized. They
have a saying: Wamen are t/)e grealest uiclims of lbe war, but they are
a/so its greales/ beroes.

A oew generation of youog women is growing up, learning fiom
heroes like Ut Tich and Minh Khai. They learn from paintings and
woodcuts thar show women as sturdy, with strong arms, backs and
shoulders-engaged in combat or production. Girls in liberated zones
in the South learo to read with stories about sister Phuong who sers
booby traps while her mother is away from the village fighting. One of
the favorite children's stories, "ln Mom's Absence," provides a strong
lesson in revolutionary abolition ofsex roles:

To Anh, her nza/ber meant tbe glitteing carridges u,,itb wbich her
molber taught ber to coant. . . . 85, for ber part, did not find ber
motber's absence at a/l boing. To climb to tbe top of tbe cocoxll tree
was ber babit. . . . Sbe climbed it eaery day, acli g as obsen)enn.
forning the rest of the ail/age of tbe p/aces uder enemy aircrd/t at-
tacA. . . . Bi leaned tbe raler agairst the coconul lree, and in .sr-' dotng,
sbe reca/led the picare of ber motber learing lter ifle against a pi/lar
in tbe bouse [20]

The srory portrays a day in the life of these children while their mother
is away fighring. Towards the very eod, the reader learns that their
mother is the famous Ur Tich.

There are no Dick-aod-J ane-type readers io the North either.
During the ts-12 raids of Christmas 1972, a l6-year-old woman named
Dang Thi Ha was killed. They discovered her journal in the rubble and
the Hanoi daily oewspaper printed some poems from it. Here is one
which shows the lessons ofher early womanhood:

THE LlBERATION GIRI,

From a cbild, I ltaue been dreaming of beconing a figbter
Against U.S. aggression and a defexder oftbe land.
I'// say, farewell to m1 dear ones and respotd
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To lbe vibrant call of tbe Truong Son Range.'
Wrapped in the affectior of tbe ultole coantry,
I'l/ be tempered in the crucible ofuar,
Auare of tbe Tttotg Son bardsbips
Aware tbat it's al immezse sclool oflife. l2ll

'Tle Tntong Soz R,tzge rtns lrom rhe DRV itto South Viet Nan lt contatn s tbe " Ho
Ch MinlTrat "
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Let the aomen of tbe Nortb sbed morc yteat so tbeir sister in tbe
Soutb could sbed less blood.

-slogan 
of tbe Viet Narn 14onren's Union

Viet Nam is a narion of peasants. About sevenry-five per cenr of rhe 24
million people io thc North till the soil. Io the South, cighty'five per
cent of the people were peasants until forced urbanization uprooted ten
million people from the land-nearly half the toral population. After
Thieu's defeat, thousands of Sourh Vietnamese began ro return to the
land. But ir will take several ycars before full life blooms again in the
South Vietnamese countryside. Since the war, rhe fields and village
affairs have been largcly in the hands of women.

Feeding each other

Peasant womcn have always labored in the fields, bur in the past
they mosrly did backbreaking labor, following the landlords' orders. Io
the North, where land reform is complete, the basis of rheir power is
collective work and ownership of the land and tools, and the abolition
of rhe landlord systcm which extracted enormous rents and taxes.
Everyone is paid according to the work she or he does for the co-
operarive.

Thrs land reform is thc foundarron for rhe socraLsr transformarion
of rhe DRV. The defining features of a socialist economy are rhat eco-
nomic decisions-what to produce, how to produce ir, and who to
produce it for-are made by the producers themselves. There are no
individual owners of the facrories, fields, and narural sources of rhe
narion's weahh. Organizarions of workers, peasanrs, and inrellecruals
plan their own work after many public discussions to figure out what's
humanely possifle and whar will meet rhe needs of as many people as
possible. Uoder capitalism, on rhe other hand, factory owners make
decisions for workers; agribusiness tells farmworkers what to do; and
the publishing iodustry makes decisions for writers. All decision-
makers have one goal in mind-individual profit. Profir-making, the
source ofgross inequalities, has bcen eliminated in the DRV.

For example, in the Bui cooperative, Ha Nam Province, every
landless peasant received a plot of land and then decided to join ro-
gether ro work it collectively. By breaking out of their isolation, they
succeeded in repairing dikes and saving the crops from floods. In Vier
Nam, rhere's a saying that cxplains the increased well-being and pro-
ductivity in the Bui cooperarive and others like it:

In be/1, people sran)e because lbeir batds are cbaiaed
to six -foo t - lon g c h oP s tic As,

IJtI



To Produce is ,a Fiqht t).)

too long to bring ice to their mou/bs.
Heaten is tbe satne
Onll tbere, peop/e feed eaclt otber.

The womeo of the Bui cooperative ovelcame centuries of sex-
typed roles. For the first time, young women guided buffalo and drove
plows. They learned to use mechanical pumps and began fish breed-
ing. Vomen leaders have responsibility for the co-op's seed selecrion,
storehouse, animal breeding, and technical innovation, as well as
finances

The chairperson aod eleven of the fifteen members of the co-op's
managing committee are women. The Bui coop is typical. Nearly all
peasanrs in North Viet Nam have joined cooperatives. \Vomen do
seventy per cenr of the agriculrural producrion. Women are the chair,
people of4300 ofrhe 1000 People's Councils ar the village level. {ll

When U.S. planes began to bomb the North, women who worked
in the factories evacuated and dispersed. They continued production in
caves aod remote, camouflaged areas. But since rice fields could not be
moved, peasant women dug trenches inside their homes, along the way
to the fields and along the edges of the fields where they worked. They
took rifles with them to the fields and learned how to defuse the most
modern U.S. time and magnetic bombs. In rhe District of Vinh Linh,
just north of the lTth parallel, women stubbornly continued to work,
defusing the bomb s w\ich fell euery dal for eight years.

ln the South, by 1963, the NLF had liberated seventy-five per cent
ofthe land from Diem's cootrol. As soon as they liberated an area, the
people began to implement the NLF's program: (l) reducing rents,
(2) confiscating the land owned by the imperialists and their agents and
redistributing it to landless peasants, (3) abolishing "agrovilles,"
Diem's concentration camps, (4) guaranteeing fair distribution of land
ownership. A cooperarive movemenr began, along similar lines as in
the North, bur the massive invasion of U.S. troops, beginning in 1!61,
made agricultural production aod cooperativizarion much more diffi-
cult. Each liberated village became a combat village capable of facing
enemy attack. In combat villages, everyone joined the local guerrilla
units,learned to make rudimentary arms, built lookout posts and forri-
fications, laid booby traps and then tried to continue production as nor-
mally as possible.

As in the North, the majority of peasants have been women. As
they worked in the fields-at night if necessary to avoid the bombs-
they sang. Their slogan was:

Let orr songs drown o* the explosions oftbe bornbs. l2l
ln spite of the bombing and ground invasion, these peasaots have

increased their productivity by collectivizing work and eliminating the



inefficiency of the feudal estates. Vhile the Thieu regime had to
import rice from the U.S., harvests in the PRG or liberated areas
continued to feed villagers and members ofthe PLAF.

Since the Paris Peace Agreement, peasants in the PRG zones have

concentrated their efforts in production-especially reclaiming the
land. They fill thousands of bomb craters, repair dikes and dams, cut
down dead trees, plant in areas made barren by defoliants, and are be-
ginning to find and defuse the millions of land mines and unexploded
bombs left by U.S. troops. In the area just below the 17th parallel, the
people have harvested their firsI crop in teo years-the same area that
visitors once described as having been bombed so much it looked like
the surface of the moon. The relative prosperity of the PRG zone at'
tracted hundreds of thousands of pcople. Before Thieu fell, these peo'
ple took tremendous risks to leave Saigon'controlled zones_and return
io the villages, but they were secure once they arrived. [3J

A labor heroine

Pham Thi Vach is one of the many women honored in the North
with the title "labor heroine'' for her work in agriculture. She grew up
in a very poor family and her father tried to marry her off against her
will. She defied her father and sought the aid of a revolutionary cadre
in persuading her father to call off the marriage. At 16, after maaaging
to free herself from the marriage, she began doiog odd jobs, helping
and cooking for the guerrillas who were preParing to fight the French.

Soon she became the first womao guerrilla of Hung Cuong village
and launched a campaign for the mass Participatioo of women in the
people's militia. She helped her frieods overcome their timidity:

. . , If ue don't ltit tbe marA, bou ashamed ue'll be.

Vach replied:

Eaerything met cot do, we can do. Ve uorh in tbe

fields as tbey do, don't we? Axywal,le/'s /ry! 14)

They learned to shoot.
In 1960, she formed the first brigade of volunteers to build a new

dike. Then she began a campaign for her village to joio the cooPerative
movement. Her father was one of the staunchest holdouts. Fearing that
her father's suspicions would discourage the other villagers from join-
ing rhe co-op, she lied to her neighbors, pretending her parenrs had
agreed ro join. After forty villagers signed up aod ir became clear that
the co'op would benefit them all, her father finally joioed.

Once the co-op was organized, Vach did the work of five. She led
the Militia and the Youth Federation and became a member of the
co-op's Control Commission. She also did more than her share ofwork
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in the fields. She designed a rake and made other suggestions that cut
working time by two-thirds and increased the output of corn enor'
mously. Her effectiveness as an organizer came from the fact that
people readily idenrified with her. They knew she would always parrici-
pare in whatever tasks she asked others to do. She would make bold
suggestions for innovations. Gradually people's confidence in her
grew as more and more of her plans proved successful. Larer, the
Worker's Party-Lao Dong-admitted her as a member. She cherished
this membership as her greatesr honor.

In Vinh Linh, womco work in ficlds ar night and fight during daytimc

"Every meter of cloth is a bullet against the enemy."
----slogan at Nam Dinh Textile Mill

A woman in a textile factory wrote this song. Now the womeo in
her facrory's cultural group sing ir:

Tbe cloth abich comes od of m! loon ronight
ll/il/ be tlte national red Jlag
And tbe scarues ofo r cl)ildren
Going to scbool in tbe moning. 15)

Ta Produce is la Fighl t4l
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She and thousands like her have virrually taken over all responsibility
for running the rextile facrories of North Vier Nam. The women in these
factories work hard, long hours. They often walk miles to work. They
did oot see their children for long periods of time, when the children
were evacuated to rhe countryside to protect them from the bombing.

'S(hile their work and sacrifice re se mble the work women did in the
United States during \Vorld War ll, the situation is actually very differ-
ent. National eothusiasm for defeating Hitler blinded women to the
fact that industry was making huge war profirs from their labor.
Womeo "rook over meo's jobs" during Vorld Var II as temporary
understudies. Employers renamed job categories so rhat women in
maoufacturing earned sixty-five per cent of what men earned for the
same work. Thousands of women left their childreo in the factory
parking lot, locked in parked cars. There were an estimated two million
children needing federally sponsored child care; but, at rheir peak,
only one hundred thousand childreo benefited from federally spon-
sored programs. The programs ended io l!46. 16]

Io the DRV, there is no factory owoer who makes a profit from
women's labor. As the song says, the cloth they weave is for their coun-
try and children. The more they produce, rhe more cloth will be avail-
ablc for soldiers' uniforms. If there's a surplus their children will qer
new clothes and they can rmprove thelr working conditions. But no tn-
dividual will get richer. The workers in the factory elect a management
committee to run the factory. The management committee doesn't
spend time behind desks. They take responsibility for production work
too. Most importanr, these women are not working under an illusion
when they feel that the work rhey do is the work of the whole nation.
They understand theimportanceof their jobs, and the Vomen's Union
urges them to "masterone profession and know several." It's unlikely
that they'll feel like cogs in an anti'human machine.

to 1954, the Vietnamese took over rhe Nam Dinh weaving com-
plex, previously owned by the Frenchman Dupre. Women workers be-
came their own managers. Later, when the Nam Dinh textile factory
became a favorite target of American bombers, the workers decided to
suspend the day shift. Production suffered, because the constaot threat
of bombing made it hard to sleep for more rhan a few hours, day or
night. A 23'year-old womao named Trinh Thi Sim was in charge of a
self-defense unit within the factory. She could quickly distinguish the
various types of planes used by the U.S. Air Force, Navy and Army,
and explain in derail their functions and weak points. A few ex-service'
men, vererans of Dien Bien Phu, were under her command. They
called her ' 'comrade commander.' ' She told an interviewer:
I rn11se/f cou/d xot imagine bow I carue lo haue tbem rnder m1 cottz
mand. lt's simpl5t paradoxical! And yt tltel strictly calry aut ory
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orders, Thel are Party nzembers. Witb tbeir hnowledge and experience
tbel coald commard mucb better lbdn L But Ladersrald lbe Psrty
waxts to belp train me. l7l
Her modesty may have prevented her from seeing that her youth,
energy aod rhe ability of women workers to ideotify with her were the
qualities the workers fclt were needed for leadership.

In Hanoi, womcn are not only responsible for running aoothcr
weaving mill, rhcy are also rcsponsible for building it. In 1960, rhe
Vomen's Union initiated a national campaigo to raise funds to
construct the mill. Vomen workers in other factories increased their
productivity, peasants raiscd hcns and planted exrra banana rrees,
civil servants set aside part of their wages and artists did special per-
formances. Vithin months, women raised enough capital to complete
rhe planr. They named ir rhe March 8th Mill after lnternational Vo-
men's Day.

Two-thirds of thc construction teams io the DRV are womcn.
Building homes, schools and hospitals has prioriry. Viernamese and
foreigners alike marvel ar the success of rhese teams. Within a year
and a halfafter the bombing stopped, everyone had a home. ln the fali
of L974, as we drove south on Highway One, we followed construcrion
teams, ofteo riding over roads paved minutes before. During rhe air
war, womeo worked day and night to repair roads so supplies to rhe
fronr would not be interrupred.

Construoion work in Viet Nam is nothing like in the U.S. There
are few machines. \Vomen transport marerials in baskets suspended
from carrying poles that rest heavy on rheir shoulders. I worked for a
brief time with a ream of seven women digging a foundation. Ve
formed a linc. Thc firsr would heave a few shovelfuls of earth onto a
wicker baskct, rhe nexr would pick up the basket and pass it ro the
next. Aodsoon. Afrcr about an hour of work, our humao conveyor belt
moved rhe same amounr ofearth a sream shovel might have moved in a
minute . Thc team works every day from 6 a.m. to ):30 p.m. with abour
thrce hours off ar mid-day.

A high cooperative spirit among rhe women working helps ease
the phvsical burden of rhe work itself. Ve worked well togerher, taking
turns at the hardesr shoveling job. rifhenever one woman seemed
rired, the others worked harder so she could rest. They were proud of
the work rhey wcre doing. They hoped to complete their task sooner
than planned as their part in the local Three Responsibiliries
Movement.

Teachers and doctors
Women have also taken the major respoosibility for educating the

population. Phan Minh Hien is a teacher in the Iiberated zone of South
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Viet Nam who mer with North American women at the Indochincse
Vomen's Confcrcncc in Vancouver. She weighs eighty-six pounds, but
walked with a forry-four-pound pack for three monrhs rhrough the
jungle from the South to Hanoi wbere she could get a plane to Canada.
As she walked through cach new village, she would cxplain her desti-
narion to rhe peoplc. In each place, villagers gave her scarves, combs,
pictures, anything to serve as a gift for their "North Amcrican sis-
tcrs." Oncc in Vancouver, Hicn told us:

Wltile workilg as a leacber, I receiue good care and af/ection from tbe
aillagers. We doz't baue a salary. lVbet ue uork in tie jngle, we get
flon luenly lo forry posnds o/ ice or manioc lan edible rootl per
,?tontb. Tbe uillagers sbare eteryrhing uitb us-eu€n medicine tablets
uben ue fall ill. l8)
Hien became an orphan during thc war against the French. She wcnr ro
high school in rhc jungle in the liberated zones and attendcd univer-
siry-level evening classes for two ycars, She decided to study chemistry
so shc could hclp rcconditioo the soil that had been poisoncd by thc
war. Her three children stay with friends and she hasn't secn her
husband for four and a halfycars.

Nguyen Thi Xicm was illiterate until she was 11. She enrolled in
school during thc one yeat of peace after the August Revolution, 194).
Vhen rhe French reoccupied her province, she fled from the ciry of
Hue ro rhe mounrains, where she joined the youth organization aod
continucd her studics, She became a reacher and was active in thc
rVomeo's Union. As a known political activist, she had to go north with
her farher when rroops were regrouped in 19t4. Her mother and the
other children stayed in thc South. She hasn't heard from rhcm since
l9t 7. In 19r9, shc graduated from the medical college of rhe Universiry
ofHanoi and latcr studied abroad for two years.

Xicm is an obstctrician and also docs rescarch on the treatment of
injuries from toxic chemicals, fragmentation bombs, napalm, and thc
varicty of vcncreal discascs introduccd by U.S. troops in Sourh Vier
Nam. Many of her paticnts comc from the Sourh to Hanoi for special
rrearmenr. Vomcn wirh ureruses perforated by pellet bombs and
women wirh deformed babies receive expert specialized care ar rhe In-
srirure for rhe Prore(ion of Mothers and Childrcn in Hanoi. It0] Xicm
is one of rhe ncarly one thousand women MD's io the DRV-abour half
rhe toral numbcr ofdoctors. Il l]

Most of the hcalth workers in both zones of Viet Nam arc nor doc'
rors. They're "assistant doctors" and other kinds of paraprofessionals
trained in emergency surgery techniques, as well as nurses, midwives,
pharmacisrs and traditional medical practitiooers. In the North, there's
a mcdical ream for evcry village and in the South, there's one in cvcry
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liberated village. Most of these reams are staffed by women. Healrh
work is ooe of the most respected kinds of work because in People's
!Var, every life is sacred.

But whether a woman is a peasant or a doctot, she is proud of her
work. In revolutionary societies, like Viet Nam, labor, especially
manual labor, has a high value, and people often view daily work as
heroic activity. Vomeo who shoulder the main burden of production in
Viet Nam do not see their responsibility as an uopleasant one. They
work collectively and feel part of a national campaign whose goals are
their goals. Everyone seems to trust and understaod the logic of the
needs of the revolution.

Most of the same women who have worked in production
throughout Viet Nam also form the ranks of the "Long-Haired Army.' '

Notes
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"Come along uitb us, demand tbe igbt to liue,
Witb us defend our young liues and bapPiness!"
The ubole enemy unit mooed and stitted,
Thet supped aside,
Tben followed tbe denoostrators.

.-from a poem by Giang Nam called
"Tb e Lorg-ltaired Army "

Thc work of persuading peoplc ro join thc struggle, organizing protest
dcmonstrations, planniog rallies to raise people's spirits, and pcrsuad-
ing soldiers in rhe Saigon army to dcscn-all this is called "political
struggle." They call the movement which has carried on this political
struggle the "Long-Haircd Army'' becausc women take responsibility
for most of its activity.

In People's Var, political strugglc has always had prioriry. The
first unit ofthc Victnamese Pcoplc's Army, formed in December 1944,
was callcd thc "Armcd Propaganda Brigade for the Liberation of Viet
Nam. " Prcsidcnt Ho Chi Minh said:

T/te unit sbous b1 its norne rhat gre4rer imporlaxce sbo d be attacbed
,o ,be polilical tban to the military side. lll
l-ater, Geocral Giap cxplained why political struggle is so imporrant in
the context ofa natiooal liberatioo war. First, he wrote,

. . . O y by proceedingfiom solid political organization uas it possible
to build up solid para-mititary orEanizatiorrs and to advance touards
tbe creation o/ small gtedlla grotps close$ linAed uitb tbe retohtion-
ary masses and tberebl capable ofoperating azd deaeloping.

Secondly,

. . . political stntggle plajts a uery findamental role becatse it is in tbe
political feld tbat lies ou fandamental stpeioity and lbe eremy's
fitdamentel ueaAness. l2l
Even Henry Kissingcr has grudgingly madc rhe samc analysis of the
sources of NLF strcngth:

Ore ironic aspect of tbe uar in Viet Nam is that, wbile we profess att
idealistic pbilosopby, oar failures baue been dae to an excessite reli-
crce on matedal faclors. . T/ta commurrists . . , owe mant of tbeir
stccess€s to lheir abiliry n atswer tbe qtestior oftbe nalure and four-
dations ofpolitical autboriry. l))

ln practicc, libcration forccs don'r engage in a military activity
uoril they lay a strong political foundarion for ir. For example , no mat-
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ter how strategic a coorcsred arca mighr be militarily, thc PLAF would
not initiate a battle there unlcss ir was clcar thar the pcople in that area
had been involved in a political strugglc and would welcome the libera-
tion forces. Vomen play the decisive role in this work.

Political activity was particularly important in areas whcre military
action was difficult-in citics or ocar U.S. military bascs. Open po-
litical activiry, using all thc lcgal possibilitics, served ro defend
people's rights, undermined rhe authority of the Thieu Regime, and
cducatcd peoplc. At thc samc timc, undcrground activiries croded the
eoemy's rear, immobilizing largc oumbers of U.S. and ARVI\,I troops.
The liberation forces themsclves say rhar lightning attacks on the
cities-likc the Ter Offensivc of 1968-would have been impossiblc
without careful political prcparation beforehand and without rhe acrivc
participation of largc oumbcrs of rhc ciry population itsclf. The
cscalatioo of political mobilizations in the fall of 1974, calliog for
Thieu's resignarion, was imporraot groundwork for thc final military
campaigns of 197). Again, women played a decisive and lcading role in
this work.

Minh Khai

Minh Khai set an early examplc for political militants. Shc
began parricipating in rcvolutionary acrions when shc was only l6
years old. Thar was rn 1926. Ve already mentioncd that she had to
leave home because her parcnrs harasscd hcr roo much for hcr late
night activities. Her name in thosc days was Nguyen Thi Vioh, and she
was a favorite studenr of Tran Phu, who becamc Sccrerary Gcncral of
the Indochinese Communist Party in 1930. Shc changed hcr oame
many times to avoid dctecrion by the French. Hcr bcst-knowo namc,
Minh Khai, mcans "bright pioncer. " Shc roo was one of the founders
of the ICP and the \Women's Union.

She travelcd to China in l930 wirh Ho Chi Minh and orhcr Viet-
namese revolutionaries who wcre trying ro coordinate Asian campaigns
against all colonialisrs. The English in China arrcstcd hcr on accounr of
her anti-colooial activities. Aftcr threc ycars, she was relcased aod
went to study in rhe Sovier Union. She rcpresented thc ICP ar rhc Con-
gress of the Third Internarional in lg)5-a mcering of rcprcsentatives
of revolutionary organizations from many narions.

There, she read a sharply worded spccch praising womcn's
contriburion to the revolution and also criticizing revolutionary organi-
zations for not placiog enough importancc on womeo's emancipation:

Tbe uomen beroes of Cbina, tba womet worAers of Japatt and lrdia,
tbe womet worAars and peasants of Indochina are becoming a real
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force ir tbe retolutiorary ranAs of tbe Eastent colonies . . Dear Com'
rades, I uould like lo sal ,bat uorh arnorlq uomel is ttot Siuel proper
attentiol zot only ix otr oun cottrrtry bst also in many olher Commu'
nist Pd.rries. lVe may see bou few women baue expressed tbeir aieu ot
tbe ir?lpo ant problems disctssed in tbis Congress . ll/bat does tbis
shou2 It proues tbat the worA drnorlg uomen uorhers, peosonts, urr'
emploled and botseuiues in tbe straggle for a Uait€d Front bos nol
been canied o*t conect$. As delegates of tbe Indochinese Communisl
Part1, we will do otr besl to app$ a aew spirit so as to cotect and de-

telop our uork,
When Minh Khai returned to Saigon, shc workcd non'stop organ-

izing uoderground trade unions. Shc became one of the most popular
workers' reprcsen tarives. The requirements of her political work made
it impossible for her ro live with her husband and child. A friend raised
her daughter.

Finally, rhc French arresred her in 1940. They also caughr her
husband, whom shc hadn'r scen for two years. The French authorities
broughr the two togcrhcr, hoping rhey would divulgc each other's
identity by recognizing each other. Minh Khai rcpressed her feelings,
appeared indifferent and claimcd she had never met rheir prisoner-
her hr.rsband- before.

The French believed Minh Khai was responsible for an importanr
insurrectioo in Nam Ky. In 1941, after months oftorture, they brought
her to trial and sentenccd her to death. She remained defiant and digni'
fied throughout rhe proccedings, even though rhey shaved her head
and her body was wracked with pain lrom the tortures. Beforc the
French execured her, she made a pillowcase from her prison clothes
and arrangcd to havc it senr ro her mother whom she hadn't seen tn
rwelvc ycars. Whcn hcr sisrcr broke down in courr, Minh Khai com-
forred her, "Don't cry dcar. I have fulfillcd my task. Doo'r forget my
words! ' She left rhcsc words inscribed wirh her own blood on the wall
ofher prison cell:

A rcsy c heehed womcn, bere I att fillbting side b1- side
urrh !a/ met !

Oa m1 -rbou/dets, uteigb:^ lbe batred tbal is contrnol to ts.
T be pison i.r tn r- .rchoc.t/, il.e mates ml fiends,
Tbe -raord i.r my cbild, tbe gun m1 brbard. l4l

The words "rosy-chccked," in traditional Victnamcsc literature,
describe the ideal, frail, upper"class woman who is more an ornament
rhan a person. Minh Khai reinforced thc irony of her words on the day
ofher execution. She refused a blindfold and shoured, "Long live rhe

Vietnamese Revolutionl" jusr before they shot her. Today, in Viet
Nam, women's work teams, fighting brigades and schools are often
named after Minh Khai.
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In the traditioo of Minh Khai, women organized clandestine trade
unions under the noscs of Thieu's police. All trade unions, along with
any public gatherings of non'family groups, wcrc illegal in Saigon. In
1970, more than seven hundred rhousaod workers joincd a general
strike demanding both higher wages aod pcace. In another strike,
rhe seveo hundred workcrs of the "Con O" battery factory in Sai-
gon, most of them women, struck for morc than three months. Thc
women provided an inspiring example for all workers in Saigon as rhey
held out io rhe face ofbrutal beatings, arrests aod threats of starvation.
\Vhile they were occupying rhcir factory, other workcrs came to visit
rhem with food and relief money. After Mrs. Truong Ba Hue, the gen'
eral secretary of the union, was brutally stripped and bearen, cighteen
orher unions in Saigon launched a work stoppage to Protest rhe brutal'
iry at Con O. Even some "deputies" in the Saigon parliamcnt dcclared
their support for the srrikers and thc !(omen's Committee to Dcfend
the Righr to Live pledgcd their full solidariry. ln J anoary 1972, rhcy
finally won the wage increases they demanded and thc rcinstatemcnt
ofseventeen women who had bccn fired arbitrarily. [5]

A year larer at another factory, the Eternis Company, thc workcrs
risked imprisonmenr to protest the abuses of rhe comPany's manager.
He consistently harassed the women employees, making sexual ad'
vaoces and insulting them. The workers also insistcd that the Saigon
regime take measures to protcct women's digniry-a dcmand rhat
could only embarrass the Thieu rcgime. [6]

Spreading the movement like a drop of oil

Both under Freoch colonial rule and under thc disguised colonial
rule of the U.S., rhere was oo free press, no possibiliry for mass mcet-
ings, no possibiliry for aty public political activity. Bui Thi Me, now
Vice Minister of Healrh of the PRG and Vice Presidcot of thc Union of
Vome n for rhe Liberation of South Vict Nam, is a veteran of thc [ong-
Haired Army. She explained how they incorporatcd womco inro thc
movement in the days when posscssion ofa lcaflet would doom a sister
to arrcst aod torturc:

lYe exterded otr orgarization libe a drop ofoil. Lirtle b1 little. One o/
tts woxld speal to tbree otiers. Eacb of tbe tbree woald speal to tbree
more. Before we spoAe to anlorle, we would sltdl ber bistory, beliefs
ard feelings ,o preueat itfltretior. In People's lVar it is tbe people
ubo mtst male tbe propaqdnda. l7)

Revolutionary activists, leadcrship cadre, gaincd the trust of thc
rcst of the people by practicing the "Threc Togethcrs " -living with
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the people, working with the people and eating with thc pcople. Tuyen,
a \trflomen's Union cadrc, cxplaincd how she lcarned the "Threc
Togethers." Io 1948 she lcft homc at age 16, to work in the liberated
areas. Her mother had been a shopkeeper io a village near Saigon. Tu-
yen expected cveryrhing in thc liberated areas to be perfcct . . . accord-
ing to thc rcvolutionary theory shc had learncd. During the first few
months she lived, workcd and ate with thc pcople in rhe countrysidc,
but she often got impatieot and angry with pcoplc who did not live up
ro her ideals. She did not trust them and probably they rcsentcd her
contcmpr. During rhe weekly meetings shc had with othcr cadres, they
tried to summarizc what they had accomplishcd and decide thcir next
tasks. Tuycn's comrades often criticizcd her methods of work as
"bourgeois idealism." Tuycn rccalled:

I bad a bot temper. They tied to explain to me tbal no orre uas perfect.
Tbat tbe reaolutioa uoald take a wbile. Tbey were aery friendQ atd
gerrrle. No, beaul-batded. Tltel made clear tbat thel respected me
and arged me to be gentle in m1 criticism of otbers tle wa1 tbel bad
beer witb me.

Another experienced activist explaincd, through cxample , why ir
was so essential that leadcrs not be scparate from the rcst of rhe
people. Hoang Thi Me is in her late sixties, and had been a lcader in
the women's movement against Freoch colonialism. Their goals at that
time were to fighr against high raxes and rents and for womcn's
equality by dcmanding that womeo be allowcd to own land:

lYe worAed uiti womel it tbe fields. As we planted, we talAed about
tbe issaes. Tbe women uanted to be actiye and uere tery militant
becarse ue uere strug*ling for womer's rigbts. Tbey ua*ed land.
Tbey uere azgry aboul beitg artesled becatse lbel cottldn't pa! ,ox€s.
We utould talA to tbree or foar people atd tbey would talA to otbers. Itt
tbis wa1, ue uould nale propaganda a /ong time in aduance for
demonstrarions. Byt ue uo drr't pass tbe uord abott lbe actual time
and phce of tbe demorrstration ultil tbe day before, so tbe police wo d
not fnd out. l{/e would pass tbe uord qaicAly as ue mel ftiands on tbe
uay bome from tbe f,elds or marAer.

Thc Womcn's Union ofteo played a kcy role in strugglcs likc this
onc. Over thc ycars, thcy have devclopcd a srep,by-srcp pro€css rhat
organizes womcn's cnergy and iocrcascs their uoiry. Le Thi Xuyen,
Vicc Presidcnt of the Vict Nam rl(,fomen's Union, describcd thc fivc
steps-steps which arc oftcn takcn simultaneously:

l. Study thc situatioo and problems to lcarn as much as possiblc
about the women involvcd.

2. Make propaganda that cxplains to womcn thc cause of thcir
problcms, gives thcm confideoce in thcir power when they are unitcd,
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and a vision of their potential good life. If they are confuscd about who
rheir worsr cncmy is ask them "who is most powerful. " [f they lack
confidence, explain how women in socialist countries havc made pro-
gress and describc victories ofworkers and peasants from our own and
other peoples' history. These explanations arc also parr of a stcP-by-
step progress. "lJ(/e do not try to do cverything at oncc."

3. Organize concrete strugglcs that focus on gaining a crucial
demand. This, in itself, is a srcp-by'stcp process that begins with pco-
ple's consciousncss of their own iotercsts but raises a consciousncss
that demands a larger political solution.

4. Choosc ncw cadrcs from amoog those who are mosr active and
militant in the struggle and give thcm funhcr political education.

1. Involve more womcn in the organization and in thc struggle.
Xuyen added:

lVe lear'z witb experietce. Altbotgh we sbare d cornmon enerrr)t, ue
lean to talh dtfferentb to uomen coming from different social strata:
peasants, uolkers, studerrrs.

Demonstrations of power

Vomen lcd the mass political ferment thar ushered in the August
Revolution in 1947. Beforc full'scalc armed insurrectioo bcgan against
the Frcnch, womcn organized various challenges to Freoch and Japa-
nese authority. On May l, 1945, in Hung Yeo Province, womeo formed
a protcst march a kilometer long. Throughout the counrry, womcn
joined in meerings aod displays ofstrength, seizing grain stocks storcd
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by the fascisrs. Nguyen Thi Hong, one of the organizers of the assaults
on rhe granaries in Hung Yen Province, recalled:

Tbe attacl on lbe granary uas a real military operation. ll/e bad to
assemble, organize and guide arrirs ofprolestors from all parts of tbe
prorince. We bad to split tbem iflro tearns, €r,tfust eo4b of tber witb a
separale tasA: la1 hold of granaries, disperse paddy atd cany it to the
reor, prot€cl d€rnotslratols, n ap oat a plan for tbe marcb, cboose tbe
relreo! roate lnd beat off tbe ereml soldiers called in to repress as. l8l

Later they coordinated demonstrations wirh military acrivity and
helped divert rroops away from guerrilla placements. For examplr,
while local guerrillas were in rhe process of taking ovrr a Saigon Army
garrison, thousands ofwomen who were the mothers aod wives of men
who had been forced ro serve in the Saigon Army demonstrated outside
the local governor's office. They demanded that "their boys," who had
been "conscripted" ar the poinr of a bayonet, be given higher pay and
less dangerous jobs.

Le Thi Thicn's description of how demonstrators prevented the
takeover of villages by stopping troop movements provides a dramaric
cxample of rhc milirary skill of rhese women organizers.

We in Ben Tre decided to calculate tbe exact space of lbe stree/s and
squres of all distict c€nters ard tbe prouincial capita./ to knou how
mary people ue xeeded to fill ap tbe wbole space. Tben we could
organize the nec€ssary namber from tbe cotntryside. This bad to be
done core/rlfi too, so lbe exact rambers would ariue from differett
directions to be in town a, t:00 a.n. Euery sqtare lard of space wa.r
occapied b1 oar "buman sea" so tbe tdrget loun would be para/1zed
b1 dawa. ln this uay it was impossib/e to repress as, because the
troop.s atd tbe po/ice coaldx't moae; notbing co d moue excepl ,.s. lye
orgazized demonstrolions oI ap to 20,000 people, almost a/l uomet.

lJ the attthoities u€re lble to call oat troops axd tbey tbreateted
lo open fire, ue bad special spoAeswomen uit/t ltigh political consaou.r'
,ress. . lT'he1 would sall "Sons, 1oa coald all be m1 cbildren. Mv
tuo lads are in yoar Army. They looA jtst like yoa. If loa sbnot at u, ,t
wi// be jast lihe shoo/ing ot )tour oun motber or u{e. lYbl baue we
come bere ? 7'o stop people fron getlirrg Ailled. Malbe ytr motber is
it a t'illage beirg bombarded or lour uife being raped b1 Diem's
tr.)ops al lbis uery rnoment." l\)l

Aorons like thesc require high morale, ongoing orgaoization, and
leadership capable of prompt effective reaction to enemy counter'
artacks. Behtnd cach demonstratioo, many womeo are working lo sup-
ply the dcmonstrators with provisions, ro rake responsibiliry for family
iare at thcir homcs, and to kcep reserve forces ready io case reinforcc-
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ments are neede d . Some timcs demonstrators occupicd areas for weeks.
Each village kept a forcc for political struggle in full readincss. [10]

In othlr demonstration;, womcn mobilized under the prctcxt of
"demanding protection from thc Saigoo rcgime" against its own
crimes. Demonstrators brought pilcs of branchcs and livestock killed
by chemical defoliants. They threw the mess in front of the troops de-
manding an end to the dcstruction. These demands embarrassed Sai-
gon officials and also won ncw sympathy for the libcration forces from
among low-ranking civil servants, troops and even policemcn of the
Saigon regime. Some ofthese demonstrations havc involved hundreds
ofthousands ofwomen in simultaneous actions in thirty or forty provin.
cial and district towns at a rime .

One demonsrrarion in 1960 has become famous all over Vier Nam
and continues to inspire heroism. Thousands ofwomen marched on the
provincial capiral of My Tho to protesr an operation in which six
villages had bcen burned by Diem's men. \Vhen they arrivcd ar Bird's
Cross Road, a solid block of Diem's troops mct the women. Thcy shot a

pregoant womao who was carrying the first banner. As she fell, she
cried' 

CorTtpdtriors Adtanc€!
A second woman grabbed rhe banoer and was also shot dcad, then a

third. The marching women halted only long enough to pick up the
bodies which rhey carried ar rhe head ofrhe demonsrrarion.

A fourth womao seized the banner and the troops, srupefied by
such courage and already swamped by the marching, furious crowd,
gave way. The aogry crowd continued on to the provincial governor's
office, where rhey displayed rhe bodies of the three dead womcn and
demaoded compensation for rhe burned villages and for rhe families of
rhe ne* marryrs. The governor had to grant their demands. I I I ]

Persuading the enemy

Vomcn also played a key role in underminiog the fighting moralc
of rbe Saigon troops and encouraging them to dcsert. Apart from a

small number of top ofiicials, the PRG considcred men in thc Saigon
army to bc "retricvable." Most ARVN soldicrs wcre forcibly con-
scripted aod resented their oficers aod U.S. "advisors" who treatcd
them with cootempt and brutality. Often demonstrations-cxpccted to
be "pro'Vietcong"-surprised Saigoo rroops by displaying banners
demanding "Higher Salarics for the Troops." Once when a district
chicf asked demonstrators for proof that the salarics were too low, thc
women replied:
Ereryote hnous tbat daing raids on uillages, the soldiers steal
cbickens, ice ald euen coohed fisb. Tbis sltous tbat lbet don'l baae
enougb to eal, so ue're asking a salary ittcrease for Ibem. " ll2l
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Many Saigon soldiers musr have apprcciatcd the womcn's sensc of
humor.

Besides demonstrations, women reould pcrsuadc aroops to dcscrt
more directly. Every night in some part of South Viet Nam, whcrever
there were Saigon army posts, thcre might bc womcn with mcga-
phones, walking cautiously around the posts, among thc trees and tall
grasses. They stancd thc evcoing program by chanting a pocm
evoking memories of home and village life. And thcn:
Chenb, Cbarb, it's lour cousin Tbi l-an, wly do yoa sboor? I'm onl5' a
village girl. I baae no grns. . . . Cbanb, wby dot't 1ou giue ap this dis.
bozorable life, leave tbe bad road lot are on and go bach to lotr
uillage. l^atd bas beet set aside for you in lorr uillage. Be on tbe side
of tbe people. Wb1 sbould 1oa get loarself killed for tbe Yan.
hees? ll )l

As women pcrformed this importanr political work or staged am-
bushes against U.S. rroops statiooed ncar their homcs, thcir childrcn
also participatcd. Young people carried mcssagcs, kept watch and
served the libcration forces in countless ingcnious ways. Jane Barton,
who worked in Viet Nam and spcaks Victnamese, rcported that child-
ren werc fond of tcaching GI's how to "count" in Victnamesc. They
made rhe GI's repeat five words which the GI's though were "onc,
rwo, rhrce, four, five." lnstead, thc childrcn werc really haviog rhc
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soldiefs recire rhe Vietnamese words for "Down with the Amencao
Imoerialists ! ' :' D) obo D? gidc tv$

Io 1963, forty'five thousand soliders in the pay of the Saigon re-
gime deserted. Vithin the next ten years, the number multiplied by
oearly ten. Berween 197J and 1974, in Hai Thuong village, Quang Tri
Province, for example , women were proud that they encouraged more
than 100 ARVN soldiers to desert. rVhen the soldiers returned to the
village, rhey each received a small plot of land, building materials and
seed to start a new life.

Bui Thi Me explained rhat the PRG and the Union of ri(ome n for
the Liberation of South Viet Nam were taking special steps to encour-
age reconciliation rarher than revenge. During the period afterJanuary
1971, they gave hero awards to women who encouraged ARVN soldiers
to desert, rather than to those who killed enemy soldiers.

If we tooA rerenge, ue uo d be falling inlo tbe trap of "Viet ramizo
tion" allowing tbe U,S, goaernment ,o s€t orr€ Viet?rantese agaizst
tbe otber, No Vietzamese is otr enemjt. O y tbe U.S, go?errrmenl,
Tbiea is not Vienamese. Ameican blood flows in bis ueins. Euen witb
big traitors, ue try to make them agree uitb the polic! of recotcilia-
tion. If they are too stubbom, we panisb tlem, b* onll as a last
resort.Il4l

PRG leaders have devoted a lot of political education to the need
for national reconciliation. The success of this education is impressive.
The women at Hai Thuong village, for example, had reason to want re-
venge. Nine huodred out of the thousaod adult women in that village
had beeo tortured by U.S. or Saigon soldiers. But rhey welcomed
ex-saigon soldiers as misguided brothers. They understood that re'
veoge was not necessary for victory and that peaceful reconstruction
required national recoociliation and concord. Vithin months after the
total victory of the PRG, all of Thieu's million-man army were enjoying
the benefits of this policy of reconciliation.

Denunciation markets

The political struggle never really stopped. The women rook ad-
vaotage ofevery opportunity, even chance meetiogs, to undermine the
morale of Saigon soldiers. rVomen often turned markets into political
forums. For example , in one village, the women secretly organized lols
ofpeople to become "traders" and to come to sell their possessions
before the Saigon troops plundered them. The routine marketplace be-
came whar they called a "denunciation market" when buyers heard:
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If I don't sell tbese chicAens, tbel'// be laAen away b1 the Republican
so/diers. . . . LooA at tbese tinjt bamboo shools. lfI don't se// tbem,
tbose ruffians wi/l conze an.J praat tbenz ax1ua1.
the anger became contagious and denunciations escalated. Known
police informers would disappear during these times, fearing mass in-
dignarion. Il5l

Women have taken major responsibility for more conventional
forms of propaganda as well. A young woman student explained how
they smuggled an entire printing press out of Saigon, passing through
many checkpoints:
l.l/e tooA the tuhole tbing apart. Tbe lype was ta.ken o on tbe bacAs ctf
scores of "ntarAet uomen " 

-actual/1y, lbey were us stadenls in
baskets topped with ansold fraits and uegetables. Tbe rollers were a bit
ofa problem, but we greased tbem well and atlacbed tbern to tlte bo/-
loms of sampans. . . , Oar problem before was lo pid in Saigoa and
smrggle copies oat to tbe co ntryside. Now it is tbe opposite; ue pint
oatside and smrggle copies ixro lbe cir!. 116)

From the North, Thu Huoo broadcasted three hours daily on Radio
Hanoi. She is one of the several women announcers whom GI s nick-
named "Hanoi Hannah." She's thirry years old, has rwo children and
rides a bicycle to work. She told a reporter:
I laAe greal inlerest in speahing to tbese rnen wbo are figltting m1
people. Thel did not asA to conze bere. Tbel were sent to figbt an
aggressite uar a4ainsl a peop/e u,ho are strugg/ing for liber4t and tn
dependerce. llT l
Another "Hanoi Hannah" was a famous nightclub singer before inde-
pendence. She joined a group who traveled through the liberated areas
in rhe early 1950s, eotertaining the aoti'French resistance forces. She
joined because she could no longer tolerate the arrogance ofthe French
soldiers who frequented her nightclub. They behaved as if they owned
all of Viet Nam-including her. She lived and worked in the liberated
areas under extremely difficult conditions but repearedly refused offers
to return to a life of luxury where she would have to sing for the
French.

Her songs, like rhe songs of the mobile units of Song and Daoce
Troupes today, aim to enrertain and encourage the fighters. These
troupes reflect aod stimulate the pride Vietnamese feel for their cul-
tural rraditions and express the NLF commitment to defend the Viet-
namese people against cultural assauk by degrading enterrainment
imported from the U.S. Tradirional and modern songs reflect rhe con-
tinuity in Vier Nam's history of struggle against foreign domination.
These entertainers performed in combat zones, sometimes in caves
and underground shelters. They ofteo picked up arms and joined the
combat forces.
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Jane Fonda asked members of thc Narional Liberation Song and
Dance Ensemble, most of whom arc women, if rhey cver had any
troublc with sexual advances from male soldiers. Akhough the inter'
preter was an expert, rhe performers did nor understand the question.
They simply could not cooceive ofthcir "fellow comrades" engaging in
any form of sexual aggression against rhem. Sexual aggression was
rare among mosr Viernamese until the U.S. crcated a demoralized and
corrupr Saigon army.

Madame Binh
'l hc woman who is Vice President of the Union of !flomen for rhe

Libcration of South Viet Nam is also the Foreign Minister of the Provi'
sional Rcvolurionary Government. Hcr name is Nguyen Thi Binh. She
has rcpresenred the Vietnamese peoplc all over rhe qorld, traveled to
Cuba and many countries in Africa and Asia. She was the chief oego'
tiator in Paris for the PRG and is a member of the Presidium of rhe
Afro-Asian Solidarity Orgaoizarion.

Madame Binh does not thiok her life has been special. She says,
"lt is howVieroameseparriots live.' Shc is the granddaughrer of Phan
Chu Trinh, a famous reformer and patrior who was one of the early
campaigners againsr French colonialism. Vhen she was 18, the war
againsr rhe French began and her farher, a minor civil servant wirh a

radical rcputation, had to flee Saigon. Her mothcr had died earlier. As
rhc oldcst of six children, Madame Binh became a rutor to suPPort her
sisrers and brothers. She also took courses to qualify her for a regular
teachiog po.'rtron. This is how she described her education:
I learfled Frencb and Frencb bistory. Not oar /1islory. Il/e were
despised b1 tbe colonialists. I was oflen indignant, bamiliated. I sau
hc.tu poor m1 people were. I uanled to be a doctor lberr, lo belp ,4)
peop/e. I saw bou /be) uen/ to doctors and uere asked f,rst how macb
moneJ tltej bad. llSl

Vhile a studenr, she joined the political srruggle and took Pan in a
hugc dcmonstrarion in l95o in Saigon when U.S. ships docked in the
harbor. This demonstration was the first to recognize U.S. responsi-
bility and support for French colonial policies and was a sigoificant
show of force against borh. Once Binh bccame known as an activisr in
patriotic women's and srudents' organizations, she was arrested and
spent four years in a Frenctr jail. After she was freed from prison in
1954, she married a man she identificd as "someone I had knowo for a
long time." Until recently, she had to kecp her husbaod's ideotiry a

secrer to insure his safery and political cffectiveness against the Thieu
regime . ln 1954, she and her husband were togerher for only a few
months before he had to escape to the couotryside She stayed in the

The Long.Hatred Anttl l19



ciries and organized peaceful demonstrations against Diem's dictaror-
ship. But finally, in 1957, she had to flcc to thc countryside to avoid
arrest. Shc remembers thosc rimcs as hard ycars:

ll/e orgarized aillage by uillage. Tbose uho lreu bou to fgbt tatght
otbers. It uds tbe ,bild time ue fotgbt. Ole da1 we uill baue a
beautifitl life, if not for oarselues, tben for orr cbildrea.

Binh has rwo children: one born in 196l aod the other in 1967. In
1970, she said,
I can cctant tbe dals-rot ueeAs, tol montbs-in all tbese years tbat I
baue seer my lttsband, My cbildrer coant tbe tirfle tbey haae seex me
or tbeir fatber in days. People so)t ute are accastomed to this life. fut
we baue the same desires and ualts as eueryone else. The same. Il is
difficalt to liue as we do.

Madame Binh, a leader of the Long-Haired Army and a world-
famous diplomar, sent a message ro women in rhe United Statcs on rhe
occasion oflnrcrnariooal $0omen's Day, March 8, 1972. She sent aft'ec-
tionate greclings to her American sisrers and welcomed rheir participa.
rion in the common political struggle :

f
fr

July l97l :

Nguycn Thi Binh
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San Fraocisco, Scpt. 2, 1971: womcn's march againsr Prcsidio A.my Basc

. , . In tie pasl !ed.r, loar conriitltous and really creatil)€ octiuities baue
ji/led as uitl ruucb ent/tusidsm dbo* otr Ameicar sisrers' strerrgtb.
ening tbeir solidarity arTd plating al euer more positiae and inportant
role in t/te American peop/€'s conznon struggle for an end to t/)e
aggressiue war ir Viet Nam and for sociol progress in tbe Unit€d
States.

Tbe Soatb Vietnamese women baue been encoaraged by tbe news
oftbeir Ameicar slsrers' acrior2s [rallies, etc.] . . . se|ing-as a seuere
uarrrilg to tbe Nixctn ddn inistration's reactionary bome and foreign
poliq.

I am continced tbat tbe Ameicafl women, with tbeir femiline iz-
bom sensitiueness, sympatbize witb tle Soatb Viernamese people's-
partic ar$ uitb tbe So*h Viettamese uomen's atd cbildren's-woes
and saffeirgs mtltiplied by yars atd years of war, and colseqtently
understand ful$ tie drden, and proforrd aspirations of our people.
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All ofus, womer ofViet Nam and Amedca aliAe, long for a rapid
erd to tbe war. . . . We all wa* to establisb betweett us, between oar
cbildren, between tbe people of the two co nties, neu friendfu rela'
tions based on fair equality. . . .

lYe hope ihat, giuen ourcommon ardent dspiralions for peace, tbe
Ameicax uomen and people will enbance solidaity with tbe Vietnant-
ese women and peop/e, make stetLous efforts to press tbe Nixon ad'
nlinistra.lion to listen to tlte uoices of reason-the uoices ofpeace

Peace and justice wi/l triumPh!
Al/ nz1 sincere wisbes for ltoar saccess in this sping dite!

lsignedl Ngulen Thi Binh. Vice President o/ Women s Union

/or Liberation of So tbVietNan llgl L'

Final battles of the Long-Haired Army

The PRG did not start a new war. The liberation forces pledged to
keep the peace and defeat Thieu in the political battlefield-fighting
militarily only in self-defense. lVomen who became seasoned political
organizers took on more and more leadership roles as the political
power of the PRG grew. Oo March 8, 197J, thousands of women in
Quang Tri got rogerher for the first time in public celebration of lnter-
national Vomen's Day. They pledged to srruggle for the enforcement
of the Paris Peace Agreement, especially the release of the political
prisoners still held by Thieu.

By October 197r, ir was clear that rhe U.S. and Thieu would not
respond to polirical pressure alone. They continued violating the Peace
Agre e me nt-including the bombing of PRG zooes. On October l),
1971, the PRG issued a call to all liberation forces and to the entire
populatioo ofSouth Viet Nam to join in the struggle:

for the mairtenance of peace and tbe materialization of ndtionq/ corz-

cord by meting out dae punisy'tnzent to tbe U.S. and Saigon for tbeir
acts ofsabotLge against the Paris Agreement. . . .

On anorher fronr, inside Saigon and other cities then controlled by
Thieu, women of the Third Force continued the struggle. These women

were not part of the PRG and followed rheir own strategies in pressing
for the withdrawal of American troops aod for freedom in Viet Nam.

Perhaps one of the earliest rePresentatives of this polirical perspec-

tive was Nhat Chi Mai, a teacher who worked Part'time in rhe

Buddhist School of Social Vork in Saigon. On May 16, 1967. she told
oewsmen to come to the Tu Nghiem Pigoda When thev arrived. they
found her seated in rraditional ceremonial fashion. Beside her were
pictures of the Virgin Mary and the Buddhist Goddess of Mercy, Kwan
Yin
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I wisb to use m1 body as a torcb
to dissipate the darhress
to aualen lore among tbe people
and brirg peace to Vie, Na.m. l2O\

She poured gasoline all ovcr her body, lit the match and as fire
consumed her body, she prayed for peace. Nhat Chi Mai called herself
"She Vho Burns Herself for Peace." She acted alone. In rhe following
years, many Buddhist women organized aod worked, in the spirit of
Nhat Chi Mai, for peace and indepeodence.

In rhe fall of 1974, rhousands of pcople in the citics undcr Thieu's
control risked rheir lives to dcmoostrate for Thieu's rcsignation. The
Buddhist Orde r of Me ndicanr Nuns-the K/ar Si Nuns-became lead-
ers of the militant strugglcs in the streets and spearheaded the
Peoplc's Front Agaiost Faminc. Huynh Lien, one of thc nuns who sat
down in the streers ro block Saigon milirary ranspon and fought with
police, told a reponer:

Our first goal is to implement tbe Paris Accords. Our second goal is lo
giae rice to all poor and lungry people. . . . A lot of womer ubose hus-
bands are dead atd ubo iaae a lot of cbildret, malbe eigbt or nine,
come bere ashing for dce. . . . lye don't organize osr demorrttratiorrs ol
all. We jast go ott irrto tbe srreets atd the peopla follou u. Yes, of
corrse, I am afraid of tbe police. Tlte1 beat us uery mucb. B ue
forget ,he pait becatse tbe common people srffer so macb. . . . We'll
conrinse anril ue dre dead, I2l)

Madame Ngo Ba Thanh, a founder of the rVomen's Committee to
Dcfcnd the Right to Live, emcrgcd from Tbieu's prisoos as onc of the
central lcaders of the Third Force campaign. She led the Peoples'
Movemenr ro Implement the Paris Agreement which joined with the
Buddhist and Catholic groups and organized the unprecedentcd movc-
ment io rhe fall of 1974. Unril that upsurge of political activity againsr
Thicu, rhe PRG continued to artcmpt to oegotiate with him to imple-
ment the Peace Agreemcnt.

However on Octobcr 8, 1974, rhe PRG issued a ncw policy stare-
meor which cut off negotiations with Thieu. The statemcnt endorsed
rhc dcmands of the political movement calling for Thicu's ovenhrow
and the installation of a new govcrnment which would implcmcnr the
Paris Pcacc Agreemeot. The PRG also reitcrated irs demand for ao
end to all U.S. intervention in thc intcrnal affairs of South Viet Nam.
Finally, the statement committed the PRG to negotiate with any gov'
ernment that replaced Thieu's-as long as it seriously imPlemented
the Paris Agreement.
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After October 8, the pace of political activity escalated. Thieu re-
shufflcd his cabiocr and madc some prcrense at reform. ln rhe spring
of 197t, as his army disinregrared, Thieu lost his few rcmaining al-
lies. Hc was forced to rcsign on April 21. Poor and working womcn,
militant supporters ofthc PRG for many years, had builr a stroog po-
litical foundation for the popular insurrections that swept evcry South
vletnamcsc ciry. Thcsc insurrections werc cssential to thc succcss of
thc Ho Chi Minh Campaign which endcd on April 3O-thc day the PRG
became thc govcrnment for all ofSouth Viet Nam. People in Viet Nam
celebratcd. Madamc Binh sent thc following cablc to thc cclebratioo in
New York City:

After 30 lears ofrelentless efforts, countless bardsbips and seci'
fces, tbe snwggle of tbe Soutb Vietnamese people for itdepetdence
end freedom bas reacbed complete aictory. Reat peece is bacA in Viet
Nam. Viet Nam again belongs to tbe Viernarnese.

h tbis gloriors noment of ou age-old bislory, ue conuel
greetings ofpeace and fnetdsbip to ,be Arv€rican p€opl€. In portict .

lar, oar uann feelitgs and prcfound gratitrade to tlose Ameicars uho
for years worAed antiirgfi to end tbe tnjtst, ciminal uar and, most
rec€ntlt, ,o cu, aid to tlte uarliAe fascist Ngayen Van Tbiea iunta. Tbe
peopl€ ofsourl Viet Nam are healing the uounds ofwar ard baitding a
neu lfe in tlle spiit of narional reconciliation and concord. lZe bope

!or! r.fBe tbe [J.5. gouenment to sbos a responsible attitr.de towards
tbe grea, losses catsed to tbc lazd atd people of Viet Nam, tbrc
belping as to rapidly romtalize life and recorrstn c, osr corlrrtry.

May friendsbip betweer tbe peoples of Viet Nam and tbe
Americar pcople develop utceasinglll. [221

Now membcrs of the tong.Haircd Army are reorganizing for the
new tasks of the post-indcpcndcncc pcriod. At a celcbration ofBuddha's
Birthday, May 2t, 197r, Madame Ngo Ba Thanh announccd that thc
Women's Committee to Dcfend thc Right to Live was going to mcrgc
wirh thc Union of Womcn for thc Libcration of South Viet Nam. [n hcr
spcech tothc organization she said,

Nou our costtry is complete$ liberated. Womet are in a position of
beitg eqtal citizazs in aa itdapendent and frae country. . . . As for
wonten, tbere is no qtesriol of rbe st vggl€ to d€f€td tba iglt to litta.
Womez corve tog€tler with the antire peopl€ ,o become masters of tbe
coant-y. Therefore the Women's Motern€n, ,o D€fend tbe Rigbt to Liae
bas no reason ,o eist. Tbe membars of tbat orgenization nou baae
tbe duty to joix tle lYomet's lJt ion to maAe a strong, anif;ed
organization ofwomet . . . l23l
'l'he new unfied womcn's movcmcnt io South Vict Nam intcnds to dcdi-
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catc itsclf to hcaling the wounds of war, rcconstruction, and working
rowards thc peaccful reunification ofVier Nam.
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If t am bere ir Higb Command, it is because tbe people uagbt me. But
i am no different tban tbousands and tbousands of otber uomen. I am
merely oni of tbem. And bou many cornbatanrs baoe falbr, women
ord men, abo could haoe filled my post!

--Nguyen Tbi Dinb, Deputy Commandet it Chief
, t, ^i ; i;! f;:::;: : { f !::i," {,X : tr : :

Reports in thc U.S. prcss abour "Viercong troops" incvitably assume
rhar rhe troops arc men. But millions ofVietnamcse women have takeo
up arms to dcfcnd thcir country. For cxample, during the Tct Offensive
of 1968, rhe NLF stagcd a military and political coup by taking over rhe
U.S. Embassy in Saigon. Ncwspapcrs all around thc world printcd
picrures of rhc NLF flag flying from thc roof of the fonress-likc build-
ing. Bur none menrioned thar a womco's commando group was the
force which occupicd fivc ofthc scvco floors of thc Embassy, killed rwo
hundred U.S. personncl, and forccd Ambassador Bunker to flee io a

helicoprcr.
The team was namcd aftcr k Thi Ricng. Shc had bcen a Vicc Prcsi-

dent o( thc Union of Women for thc Libcration ofSouth Viet Nam and a

member ofthe Ccnral Committce ofthe NLF. In 1967, Saigon authori-
tics capturcd her. For a year, they torturcd her. They finally executed
hcr in thc carly morning ofFebruary lst, 1968, within hours of the em-
bassy takeovcr, as U.S. and Saigon officials wcrc srill rceling from the
large-scalc offcnsivc. Le Thi Rieng is onc of the many heroes who live in
the oamcs of women's fighting brigadcs and work tcams. 'With the
undcrstanding that thcir production served to strcngthco the aori-U.S.
war cffort, women in onc Northcrn province workcd 44,)92 exra work
days ro avengc hcr murdcr. II]

First agsinst the French

ln Dcccmber 1944, thirty-four soldicrs calling thcmselves the
"Armed Propaganda Brigadc for thc Libcration of Viet Nam" took thc
oath with General Giap to fight for an end to French colonialism.
!(ithin a few ycars they grew to be thc Vict Nam People's Army There
werc three women in that original group. In thc facc of French intrans'
igencc, Ho Chi Minh issued an appcal to thc entire Victnamese people

ro wage resistancc war in Deccmbcr 1946:

Men ard uomen, old azd yorzg, regardless ofcreeds, political parties
or nationalities, all tbe Vienamese nr.st sland ,.p to f;gbt tbe Frercl
colo alists to saue tbe tatiot. Tbose wbo haae ri./les uill lse ,heir
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ri/les; tbose wbo bo?e sunrds uill sse their suords; tbose wlo iave ro
swords will ase spades, ioes or sticAJ. . . . [21

rVomcn respondcd enthusiastically to Ho Chi Minh's appeal. Ha
Quc, who is now thc Presideot of the Viet Nam Women's Union, formed
thc first women's gucrrilla uoit. Nguyen Thi Ngai commandcd a military
acrion which seized power io Sadcc, south of Saigon. !flomeo all ovcr
Vict Nam maintaincd the tradition ofthc Trung sisters by taking up arms
against the Frcnch invaders.

Vo Thi Sau was one of the one million womcn who fought with
arms against the French. She camc from a very poor workers' family
and joined a sccret guerrilla unit whcn she was only 14. She did spy
work and once managed to kill thirtcen French soldiers wirh a well-
placcd grcnadc. Sevcral months latcr, she tried to assassinate a notori-
ous French agenr, but was caught. Firsr thcy torturcd her, thcn thcy
rricd ro bribc her to give information about her comrades. She re-
mained defiant. She becamc the youngcst woman cvcr to face a firing
squad in Viet Nam when the Frcnch shot hcr withour a trial. Thousands
of women vowed to avenge the death of Vo Thi Sau and aided in the
final defcar ofthe French at Dico Bien Phu in 19J4.

Bcrwcen l914 and 1960, rhe aor-Frcnch rcsisrance figbters (Vier
Minh) obeyed the Geneva Accords. In the North, the people, with Ho
Chi Minh's leadership, began to build socialism. In the South, dictator
Dicm began rounding up and executing whomever he could find from
rhc Viet Minh and many of thcir supporters. Opponents of Diem
continued to abide by the peace agrccments, dcmaoding their enforce-
menr with demonsrrarions and peaccful political activiry. Diem, with
the decisive encouragemeot of the U.S. govcrnmcnt, responded with
systematic tcrror campaigns. By 19r9, ir became clear rhat Diem would
never fulfill his treaty obligations, and the South Vietnamese people
began ro rebel milirarily againsr his terrorist regime .

InJanuary 1960, Madame Dinh led an uprising in Ben Tre Prov-
ince. For rhc firsr rime, an insurrcction rriumphcd in an cntire provincc
and forced thc wirhdrawal of thirtecn thousand Diemist troops. Thc
strcngth of the Ben Tre insurrection was based on a skillful combina-
rion of armed and political srruggle thar was ro become the modcl
straregy for liberation forces throughout the South. The insurgeot
forces, involving large numbcrs of pcasants, srormcd Diem's militia
posts, oustcd Diem's village administrations, and replaced them with
People's Committe e s for Self-Managemenr.

Thc first regional military dctachmcnt took an oath in the presence
ofthe peoplc. They set up self-defensc uoits in all the hamlets-peace-
ful villagcs which quickly became combat positions. Their defensc
againsr a massive couoterattack by Dicm's troops was successful. A
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Gcnc -womao Suer unir in Mckong Dc

huge demonstration by women, occupying Mo Cay town in Ben Tre
Province for a week, forced the government admioistrator to order the
withdrawal of the troops.

Ben Tre gave the signal for a general uprisiog. Armed insurrectioo
spread rhroughout the South. On December 20, 1960, Madame Dinh
joined other political leaders to officially form a new political orgaaiza-
rion ro unify and lead the struggle for narional Iiberation-the National
Liberation Front ofSouth Viet Nam. [3] The Pcople's Liberation Armed
Forccs (PLAF) became the regular army fighting under rhe leadership
ofthe NLF. Madame Dinh received the rank ofGeneral and became the
Depury Commaoder ofthe PLAF-the commander is Tran Nam Trung,
the Vice Presideot ofthe Ceorral Committec ofthe NLF.

The PLAF operates according ro revolutionary principles. Com-
manders and rank and file are generally from rhe same class orrgins,
mainly peasaot. Before an operation, commanders and rank and file
discuss the plans on an absolurely equal footing. But during the opcra-
tion irself, discipline is rotal. Afrer rhe acrioo, everyone parricipares in
crirical summing-up sessions on an equal basis. Visitors to PLAF bases
have bcen impressed by their unity and respect for each other:
One rarell bears a command, doabtless part$ becaase of tbe lorg
yars litixg "integrated witl tjle etemyt" b also because discipline
and confiderce in tbe leaders is sacb lbat a commander does not baae
to sbout in order to inpress. Tbe quietxess uith which euerytbing is
bardled in NLF anits is a cbaracteistic tbal bas impressed all who
baue uisited tbem. l4l
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!(/omen are full-time members and often leadcrs of the PLAF.
Forty per ccnt of the regimental commanders of thc PLAF are women.
The PLAF are the troops who deal with tbe cnemy's mobile reserves,
initiate offensive operations and attack major enemy concentrations.
All PLAF members are volunreers. They receive no salary and when
they're not in combat, they help in harvesting, building homcs and
schools, and administering frec mcdical care and mcdical rraining.

Thcre are also regional guerrilla forces, full-timc fightcrs who
operate ooly in the region wherc thcy livc. They engage thc enemy
forces stationed in the same area, break uP €nemy raids, lay
ambushes, encircle bases, and attack posrs in their regions. Then there
are local self-defense guerrillas, or militia women, who are not
full-rime soldiers, but fight when thcir area is atracked, pin down local
eoemy forces, and keep their local posts permanenrly encircled A

higher percentage of women are in the local militia and regional guer'
rilla unirs than in rhe PLAF. The local militia kept villages fortified with
trenches, traps, aod spikes. These defenscs have been decisive in
wearing down rbe morale ofSaigon and U.S. troops. {51

In the North

Nearly all North Vietnamese women are part of thc militia and form
the core of self-defense teams in factorics and fields, schools and vil-
lages. The "Threc Rcsponsibilitics Movement" established dcfcnse as

a primary task ofwomen. Thcy became expcns with anti-aircraft wca'
pons aod took credir for downing hundreds of U.S. aircraft. Ii(omen's
gunner unirs protected scores of fishing hamlcts by sinking U.S. war'
ships which shclled them. Io preparation for repelling an invasion, often
threateocd by U.S. ground troops, all women in thc Nonh receivcd mili-
tary training-includiog trainiog io hand-to.hand combat.

But few womcn are members of rhc rcgular Viet Nam Pcoplc's
Army (VPA)-the mobilc, full-rimc soldicrs who usually travcl far from
home- It was not gencral policy to send womcn to thc front. But fcw
North Victnamese would suggcst that womcn arc incapablc of becoming
full-rime members of the VPA. I asked a Victnamese friend if thc VPA
discriminated against womcn and ifwomen had a lower status rhan men
in society because they rarely went to the front. Hcr answer was proud:

Eu€ry coutry ,/ztst limit its ftll-titw arrzy becaase tbe atml cantot be
economicallt) self-srfficiant. Some people mlst sral borne to ll6e care of
prodactior and tbe children. Besides, tbe militia is uery imporrdzt We
co d not uin tbe war witboat ui/lage defense Tle entire coattry r€cog-
nizes tbe cortribution of uomen in fulflling tbe "Tltrae Responsibili'
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,ies "-prodaction, defersa, atd tbe fami$-rot jus, def€rrse. In dnJ)
case, ue do ubateuer tbe revolytion reqtires uilbo* calc ating
personal gain .

General Giap, the Ministcr ofDefensc of thc DRV, has also undcrliocd
thc imponance of thc militia:
local people's uor, se/f-defer,se militit and regiotal forces are the
firnest and broadest besis of tbe wbole arrTred st LgEle ond all tbe peo'
ple's annedforces. 16l

Most ofthc women who were membcrs ofthe VPA servcd in highly
skilled, ofren dangerous jobs as bomb defusers, medics and liaison
workers. Thcsc spccialtics are highly respected, but panially segre-
gated aloog sex Iioes. Maoy womeo scryed as support roops and supply
carriers. Thcy bccame the hcrocs of movics and songs which praiscd
their "fcct ofbrass and shoulders ofiron. " Membcrs ofthese units were
mostly young womcn without childrcn.

Vomcn with childrcn, includiog graodmothers, woo recognirion
for their contribution to the military effon in other ways. r00hcn I
travclcd in Quang Binh Provincc, just oorth ofthe lTth parallel, pcoplc
invariably refcrred to Mother Suot, an older woman, whenevcr thcy
spoke of thcir provincc's military achicvcmcnts. For ycars, shc had
deficd blizzards of bombs and shclls ro fcrry troops and ammunition
across the river ncar hcr homc. She bccamc a martyr at sixry, whcn a
bomb finally hit her ferry. More often women her agc wcre active in rhe
Association of Mothers of Fighrcrs-a mass organization of women ovcr
fifry. Thcir main tasks wcrc to cncouragc the fightcrs and help disablcd
soldicrs and the familics ofthose who dicd in batrlc.

'lhis sexual divisioo of labor cxprcsscs thc conviction of thc
Vietnamese pcoplc thar raising children is primarily womco's rcspon-
srbiliry. Many houschold chorcs likc childcarc arc collccivizcd and,
when meo arc ho;nc from thc front, thcy arc cxpccred to sharc in rhcsc
jobs. But Vicrnamese women don't fcel thar their cmancipation de-
pends on the total climination ofdivision of labor based on sex becausc
motherhood cnhances their dignity.

The image of woman in North Vie r Nam is multi-dime nsional. Shc
is a respectcd mother aod she is a fighter. Onc of the mosr-uscd
postage stamps in rhe DRV has a picrurc of a small woman-bur not
weak-holding a bayonct, lcading a downcd U.S. pilor, his hcad bowcd
in shame . The picture origioally comes from a ocws phoro of a militia
woman in actioo io the arca ofHa Tinh. The national poet ofthc DRV,
To Huu, wrotc this pocm about hcr:

Tbe small gaerilla bolds Ler gan at tbe ready,
Tbe bu$ Ameican bends bis bead low,
Afterall, a stott beolt is betler tborr a big belll
Ote need laae no beard to become a herc.
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Magazincs and newspapcrs of thc North, especially those for
womcn, carry eodless srories of rhe combar activitics of thcir sisters in
the South, as well as publicrry of miliria work in thc Nonh. This military
activiry and education givcs women ncw confidcncc in rhcir ability to
take on ncw tasks aod emancipatc thcmselves. Onc woman who
worked as a bomb dcfuscr in the most hcavily bombcd provincc, jusr
north of thc lTth parallel, summarizcd rhe expcrience of most womcn
io Vier Nam:

ll/e uomen must ,ry to pelfont tbings normal$ con-
sidered belond oar cdpabilirr. [7)

Heroes without beards

In the South as grcll, women fightcrs arc not only youog and single.
Many are mothcrs. They follow thc cxample of Ur Tich-the woman wc
first mcntioocd in chaptcr nine *ho joincd thc guerrillas wheo she was
ooly 14. Shc bcgan her military life as a scout and courier. Uke most liai-
son womcn, she learned to carry messages in hcr outsidc pockcts rathcr
than close to hcr body, because French troops werc fond of unbuttoning
women's shirts aod running their hands over the breasts of young
womcn.

In thc early sixtics, the NLF had fcw wcapons. Ur Tich, like libcra-
tion soldicrs cvcry.whcrc, had ro usc cunning to gcr rhc weapons
needed for futurc battlcs. Ut workcd with a group of womcn gucrrillas
who invited the mcn ofa Saigon Army post to a banquct. Only one man
stayed behind ro guard thc post. Ut easily tricked him into turning over
his rifle to her, kcpt him at a distaocc, and quickly handed out thc
arsenalofthc posr ro guerrillas wairing outsidc.

She becamc an expcrt at ambush and taking ovcr Saigon's military
barracks. She continued commanding a guerrilla unit as her family
grew. She had confidencc that her ncighbors and the villagc school
would rakc good care of her six childrcn while shc was away at battlc.
In 1965, in one amazing batrlc, she shot down a helicopter and killed
thirty-five Saigon soldicrs. Thc NLF is proud that shc commandcd a
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guerrilla unit-especially because she was thc mothcr of six. !7hcn Ut
Tich left her village to attend the Congress for Heroes and Elite
Fighters ofthe Liberation Armed Forces, one of her daughters, who by
then was a regional guerrilla herself, and anorher who was a platoon
leader, joined in the farewcll party. Ut Tich died in battle in 1970.

Ta Thi Kieu is another woman hcro of the Peoplc's Liberation
Armed Forces. As early as 196r, she had led more than 100 political
struggles and .lJ armed combats, and destroyed 471 strategic hamlets.
Now she trains other womeo as fighters. She originally came from a

very poor family and was practically illiterate when she bcgan to work
for the PLAF at the age of 20. The NLF's publishing house, Giai Phong,
has prioted an entirc book in English about hcr life. Thc book
emphasizes thc tremendous odds she had Io overcome as a woman in
order to gain respect as a fighter. The night before she attackcd a Sai-
gon Army garrison for the first time, she told hcrself:

I mttsl szcceed to sbow the,ten lhqt sboaldn't ma6e mocA of
womer.lSl

Some of rhe men in her unit hadn't wanted women to participate in rhe
actioo because rhey feared the women wouldn't be strong enough to
carry away the wounded. In rhe end, Ta Thi Kieu aod another woman
took the garrison alone. The men had mistimed their acrions. Vhen the
rwo womeo entcred the fort, Kieu boldly announced, "Thc liberation
forces are here!" The Saigon troops took her word for it and sur-
rendered.

A woman mcmber of the Jarai national minority, Rachem H' Ban,
became famous for the lcadcrship shc took in prevcnring Diem's troops
from taking over her area. She rold how when Dicm bcgan a terror
campaign againsr her people,

Life became impossible. From otber uillages come teus of our tibes-
people being Ailled, uonzen raped, ioases baned, pigs and brffalo
stoler. We decided tbat to liue ue mlsrfigllt bacA. l9l
Two days after a village mecting, elcvcn of Diem's soldicrs camc to the
village and arrested all rhe young men. They confiscatcd knives and
crossbows after searching every house. The pcople fought back, even
without weapons. The troops surrounded the arrested men and the rest
ofthe villagers surrounded the troops.

The chief of Diem's troops shot onc of the arrested men in the leg.
Everyone became furious at the sight of a brothcr's blood. Rachem
called out instructions io thc Jarai languagc and the women quickly
armed themselves with pieces of firewood from under the huts and
hurled themselves at the soldiers. Rachcm and two others went for the
unit chief, knocked his gun out of his hand and strangled him. Five
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other soldiers had already been clubbed to death, while the rest fled.
The tribespeople now had weapons. Rachem was only l7 years old at
the time, but she became a leader of the NLF district committee.
Vithin nine years she was, at age 26, listed along with members of the
Ceotral Committee of the NLF in a directory of "Personalities of the
South Viet Nam Liberation Movement. "

Of course, most of the women who have fought in the South re-
main anonymous. Madame Dinh recently summarize d some of the
highlights of women's participatiqn in armed struggle in South Viet
Nam:
. . . With tbeir bows and anows, boobl lraps, spiAed Pis, hontemade
gans, muskels, mines and grenades, oar uornen Ai//ed lhe ezen5, in
manl places axd al many times. . . . In 196J, uben tbe United States
sent troops into the Soltb on a massiue scdle, tbe nol'er?rerrt to bat)e
women join the armed forces ircreased. . . .

For inslance, the women gterillas of Cr Chi distict . . . destroyed
99 rchicles in tbe first six monris of 1966. Tbe Qaarg Nam women
gaenillas suarn tbe Bau Ntoc Lon Riuer to auacA U,S. troops. After
hilling 21 of them, tbey swam bacA to tbeir areas and resumed farming
as if nothing bad happened. Mrs. Ngo Tbi May alone Ailled z) Amen
can soldiers and won the "anti-lJ.S. Elite Fiqbter'' tile tbree tin2es. . .

In tbe first /bree nzontbs of 1968, sone 10,000 womet ioined tbe
arnzed forces in centra/ Trug Bo. In H uang Nam and Pba Yen, more
thafl J00 uome,? cd?ried out datgerous nzissions as mernbers of g er'
illa units. In Nam Bo, 40 per ce t of lbe women joined gaerilla forma'
tioxs . . , Tbe gaenilla uomen of Tri Tlien, Cbo l^ai, lzm Dong, Baclt

Hanor, May Day, 197J: militia units ofnational mioority womcn
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Ai, Ben Tre, etc. a/so fought uery beroical$, and u,iped o* more than
1,000 enerny ,roaps. , , ,

ManJt secret wornen's self-defense organizatiors were fouded ir
cities. . . . Tbe Hae wornel's self-defense utit, composed of I I loang
wotzet, defeated a U.S. Marin€ Battaliot daitg tbe Tet O/fensiue
The Le Tbi Rieng women's self-defense unit foagltt on tbe Saigor
streets, uiped ou/ 100 secuitl agents . . .ll0l

The Tet Offensive of 1968 became the decisive turning point in the
war ro repel the American troops from Vietnamese soil. The U.S.
military command hastily issued orders bringing GI's in from the rural
areas ro rry to mainrain control over the cities. After 1968, U.S. troops
would never again be able to hold any territory in the couotryside.
Politically, the NLF demonsrrated that it had widespread support
even in the ciries. Shorrly after the offensive, the Alliance of National,
Democratic and Peace Forces (ANDPF) was founded, which reflected
the increased participation of the urban middle classes in the war
against U.S. aggression. A year later, the ANDPF and the NLF held a
Congress of Representatives of the South Vietnamese People which
established the Provisional Revolutionary Government of South Viet
Nam.

Immediarely afrer Thieu staged his owo one-man "presidential
election," in 1971, studeots set fire to the U.S. library io Saigon.
Leaflets signed by the "Movement to Drive Out the American Aggres-
sors," told people thar a young woman named Vo Thi Bach Tuyer was
President of rhe Movemenr and led rhe action. In the comiog weeks,
the same group launched a systematic campaign to "make life danger-
ous for Gl's on rhe Saigon streets." Hundreds ofjeeps and other U.S.
vehicles went up in flames.

Also in the cities, women who were members of the PLAF served
as secretaries and scrvants to top officers ofThieu's Army. They relayed
valuable informatioo to the Liberatioo Army and also had the
opponuoity to plaot explosives io the meeting rooms ofthe top brass in
Saigon. General Dinh of the PLAF pointed out how their upper-class
life style made Saigon's officers vulnerable:

Tbey Anou we do tbis, b*t tbeSt baoe to bire seruants.

Pcasant women, who served GI's, doing laundry, shining their
boots, selling them fruit or soft drinks, often worked with the PLAF.
During the daytime , they routioely gained entrance to U.S. bases and
measured the exact locations of targets they planned to shell the
coming night. The following day, they rcturned to the base to check out
the results of the previous night's mortar attacks. rVhen they had
found that they had missed their target, they would repace the dis-
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tances-all thc while smiling meekly to rhe Gl's they passcd. The sec-
ond night, they would shcll thc basc again according to thc new mca-
surcmcots. Even General Dinh cntercd a U.S. base disguised as a
Peasant woman.

General Dinh

Like Ta Thi Kieu and many other fightcrs, Gcoeral Dinh also came
from a poor family and was illiterate until her revolutionary comradcs
taught her to read. Shc joiocd thc anri-Frcoch rcsistancc in 1917, wheo
she was 17. Threc ycars latcr, thc Frcnch arrestcd both Dinh and her
husband. He dicd of romrre, but she escaped in 1941, Shc was an
effective agitator, in spite of the fact that she had to livc in hiding. She
was thc leader of the first armcd uprising against the Frcnch in hcr
province of Bcn Tre in 194!. Vith the success of rhe Augusr Revolution
io that year, shc lcd rhe triumphal march of thousands of insurrection-
isrs towards rhc provincial capital.

Gcncral Dinh first met Ho Chi Minh in 1946, whcn a delegarion
from thc South wcnr ro Haooi to gct arms for the struggle againsr thc
Frcnch. She wrorc in hcr memoirs:
On my ariaa/ in tbe capital, I was oventbelmed by emotion. I uas
bare$ 26, a coulry girl. I had neter left m1 natiue prouince o/ Bet
Tre. Nou tbat ,banLs to tbe re?ohtiol I bad a cbance to uisit tlta
national capiat, eterytbing seemed stratge to me. Bsl tbe uann bos-
pitality ue receircd from or,.r Ain in tbe Nortlt made me feel immedi-
ately at bome and /illed me uitb bappitess. . . . A/ter ue uere seated,
lbe President begat asAing qaesiots about tbe Sottl. . . . Dttitg tbe
stbseqaent meal, he talled to eacb of us individualll. To me he said,
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"Stay bere for some time for s*d1 before retanilg soalb lo cerry on
tbe resistlrrce. 'Tben he gaue me sotne aduice wbicb I baue Aept en-
graued in m1 mird: "A reuolttlionary mrs! sttd! all ber lifetime; she
mtst sttd! tbeory; she mtst /eant from lbe masses and frot, practice.
Otberwise, sbe uould be li6e someone traueling al ,riqbt withott ligbt,
uirbout a walhing sticl. Soon she woald tnp and fall. Don't ya tbink
so?"...

A feu day later we called again to congralllste /1im on bis birtb-
da1, Mq 1). . . . lAfter explaining tbat tbere uould be no special meal
or €nteltainnent becarse of tbe srffeing of tbe people still f,gbnry
tbe Fretcb) ie said, "Our entire people are of one mind ir struggling
aEainst tbe Frencb aggressors. We are board to u,,in . tben we'//
celeblate uictory toge ter." The President uept. lye loo uepr. llll

By 1947, General Dinh took charge of bringing supplies to rhe
southero paft of Vicr Nam from the Norrh wherc liberation forccs wcre
stronger. In those times, she lived from onc high-risk mission to an-
othcr. Thc war had its cbb and flow and whencvcr the Frcoch rccap-
tured her province, Dinh was forced to hide in tunncls underground.
ri(hen rhey captured her, the villagers acted quickly and rcscued her.

After the signiog of the Gencva Accords in l9)4, she was one of
the only revolurionary lcadcrs who sraycd in the South. Dicm assumcd
she went North, so shc remaincd frcc by changing hcr name and home
frequeotly. By 1957, Diem found out that shc was still in the South and
offercd a huge reward for her capture. Thcy postcd hcr picturc every-
where, but the peasants protcctcd hcr whethcr she disguiscd herselfas
a market woman or somconc's sick daughtcr. When Dicm's soldiers
searched her hide-out, the family protcctiog her would cover her hcad
and she would moan loudly. Once, howcvcr, she disguised herself as a
wealthy lady aod traveled sccurely wirh ao ARVN escon.
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Madame Dinh became Deputy Commandcr in Chief of the PLAF
in 1961, after she led rhe Ben Trc insurrection of 1960-the
insurrection that served as a model for a nrtional libcration strarcgy,
The 1964 congress of the NLF clectcd hei to thc Prcsidium-the
leading body of the Central Committee of the NLF.A year latcr. the
first Congress of thc Union of \?omco for thc Liberation of South Viet
Nam elected her President.Her background as an illiterate peasanr,
hcr bonds of love with the pcople, her cxperiencc in political and mili'
tary sruggle, and her wisdom and courage-all combine to make hcr
a lcading strategist of Pcople's rWar for the South Vietnamese
people. But pcople who have met Nguycn Thi Dinh are overwhelmed
by her modesty. Her appearance is the samc as any other pcasant
woman. Her bearing is dignified but humble, even though she is the
leader of the army that defeated the most sophisticatcd tcchnology of
murder that the U.S. eovcrnment could dcvisc.

Manv Vesterner-s assume rhar when a woman takes a rolc thar is

rraditionJlly performed by men, shc has to hardcn hersclf. But we havc

seen how People's War is differcnt from aggressivc war. [o Pcople's
\i0ar, streogth comes from the political support of thc population, from
careful plaoning, from political unity and mutual rcspcct amoog thc
fighters-not callous indiffercnce to suffering or brutc forcc. Pcople's
r0flar is women's war and Madame Dinh has lost nonc of her sensitiviry
as a woman.

Two Cubao visitors to the liberatcd zones describc an cncounter
with Madame Dinh. They werc watching a performancc of a memorial
to Nguyen Van Troi-a Sourh Viernamese martyr who had becn exe-
cured the year before in Saigon for artempring to assassinate LBJ's
Secretary of Defense Robert MacNamara. It was rrue guerrilla theater,
deep in the Viernamesc jungte. Van Troi's wrdow struggled to hold
back her tears, but Madamc Dinh wcpt opcnly. Then, an enemy bom-
bardment inrerrupted rhe performance and Madame Dinh quickly
dried her eyes and resumed hcr respoosibility as military commandcr-
issuing instructioos for dispersal. [12]

Decisive victory

In the Spring of 1975, Thieu's army collapsed. On Aprrl 26, 1971,
the People's Liberation Armed Forccs launchcd thc Ho Chi Minh
Campaigo-a military campaign, includiog massivc insurrcctions by
civilians, that would bring pcacc to Viet Nam. Thc goal of the cam'
paign was to climax thc spring offensive with a dccisivc blow against
Saigon, the last foothold ofthe U.S.-sponsorcd regimc. Thc hisroric Ho
Chi Minh Campaigo cnded in complete victory on April .10, 197). A sea

of PRG flags welcomed a column ofLiberation Army tanks into Saigon.
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A young, wcll-armed wo"
man hailcd and haltcd the first
tank. Nguyen Trung Kien,
cightecn years old, is a com.
mando fightcr in Saigoo. Shc
climbed aboard the tank to
guide ir by the shortcst rourc
to the Presidential Palace.
Minutes later, ll:10 am, Sai.
gon rime, members of thc
PLAF raiscd thc PRG flag over
the Prcsidential Palacc in Sai-
goo. Inside, thc following
historic sccnc occurcd:

.Q

Thicu's rcplaccmcnt, President Duong Van "Big" Mioh, rosc and
grcctcd thc first PRG troops to cntcr the palace. He said:
Tbe reaohtion bas come. Yor. baue come, ll/e baue been waiting for
yot tbis n orrring to batd ouer pouer.
The PLAF ofiiccr rcplicd io a gentle, but firm voicc:
The reo,olution bas seized complet€ pouel. Tbe former administration
bas been ouerrbroun. No one can hand otar ubat they bate lost, You
mlst stnender immedizte$. ll jl

Thc PLAF, PRG and the pcople had fought many years for rhis
victory. Thcy wcre prepared for pcacc.

Tbe immediate organizilg of tbe city was completeQ carried ott by
local people, botb str.dents and older people. Thel bad planned in ad-
aalce for tbe collectiot of ctnts, enditg tbe looting, feeding the bome-
lass ARW soldiers, cleanitg tbe streets, prorecring tl)e gos stations
tbat uere left and calnting tbe people. . . . Ote friend, Dang, tells a
slory of going or.t u.tirll her I6-!ear-old sister igbt after the slrierrder
and taAing doun the RW lSaigorlflag and langing ap tbe PRG.flag at
tbe locat admitistratit'e offce. Fleeing ARVN soldiers sou them rbere,
and begat pilitg tbeir Esns at tb€ ,uo ststers' feet, to get rid o/ tbem.
Dutg sau tbis was a good ,bing, and s,/te and ber sister each picAed tp
a rifle so as to lool offcial lzeirher ote lnows hou to sbootl. Tbel
dozens more soldiers piled t/teir gttts tbere, end Dalg uoited for some
orber peopl€ to belp ber tabe tbe gans to a builditg atd loch them
yP.114)

Gcocral Dinh explained to somc Cubao friends how local e/omcn's
militia units and membcrs of thc Women's Union took ovcr official
posts of tbc Thieu rcgime in many citics beforc rhc PLAF arrivcd. Shc
herself had lcd a group of womcn in takiog ovcr rhc villa thar oncc
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housed rwo U.S. Army coloocls and a Navy commander. The womcn
arrived at rhc vrlla on April 29th. The U.S. officers fled in the middle of
a meal. General Dinh smilcd as shc r ccallcd Tbey uere very frigbtened
atd lefi uitbod tahing a single needle. ltll

Like a puppct with no more srrings, rhc whole Saigon apparatus
collapsed within hours. The ncxr day, May Day, there was no official
parade, bur a spooraneous popular dcmonstration ofjoy aod relief. The
wholc city population was in the streers. Saigoo was not conquercd. Ir
was libcratcd. A formal narional cclcbrarion began on May lr. In
Saigon, two million pcople packcd inro the cenrral square in front of thc
ex-Prcsidential Palacc, waving flags of thc PRG and DRV. Thc
ce le bration included a milirary parade where wome o's army aod militia
divisions marchcd-proud of the cnormous conrributioo they had made
to the decisive victory.
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Tbe [Vietnomese] word I leqmed for uoman really meont "yoang
hdy" and tbat is a far cry from tbe uords Front uomefl use to refer to
tbemselues, sucb as "liberuted woman," "strong woman," "uoman wbo
is eqml and free."

-Jone 
Earton, in a letter from Quaker Rebabilitation Center,
Quang Ngai Prooince, uhere sbe uorked for tuo years

Sincc April -10, 1915. all of Sourh Vict Narn is libe rared -govcrncd by
thc PII(i. Sorne areas of South Vict Nam havc bcen libcrarcd sincc rhe
early sixrics. On May I, 1972, Quang Tri became the first liberated
provincc of South Vicr Nanr. In other arcas the people':' takcovcr of
powcr is nrore rcccnt. 'l'hc dcprh of rhc change is uncvcn. Prcblcms
van.'lhc accomplishmcnts ofan arca rhat has becn libcrated for a

long trmc become the vision and promisc for newly Iiberared rcrrirory.
ln rh< village of Hai Thuong, Quang'Iri Provinec, firr cxample,

women h:iv( long expcricncc as guerrillas and also in govcrning thcir
village as members of thc Pcoplc s Revolutionary Comnrittcc. On the
orhcr hand. in newly lib<ratcd Hue. young women at a girls'school
werc having rheir first cxpcrience marching. l'hev still worc thcir tra-
dirional lrng silk drcsscs and high heelcd shocs as rhcl traiocd for rhe
newll firrm< d studenrs militia. Their new lcadcr, eightccn-r'car-old Lc
Thi Kinr, was only reccntly rt lcased from hcr isolarion ccll at (irn Son
Prison. I I l

Saigon and other large cities in South Viet Nam also prescnt rhe
new revolutionary governmcor with problems rhar are inconceivable in
thc libcratcd eountrvsidc. ]'hc U.S. buih an arrificial consumcr socicrr'
in Saigon. rcsring on a fbundation of dcpendence ancl corrupti,rn.
rathcr than on iodustrial production. Saigoo became a grucsome re-
flecrion ol rhc worst ofU.S. culrure a havcn firr pimps, dopc pushers,
Honda-riding cowboys, black marketeers and prostitutes.

Now the PRG is devoting its resources to providing millions of
homeless, unemployed pcople with ricc, shelter and jobs. The U.S.
governmcnr tricd to define democracy for rhc Vieroamese people as
rhe freedom ro wear miniskirrs and buy hondas. Revolutionary cadre
have begun to challenge this warped conccpr of democracy with rhe
new rcaliry of independent South Viet Nam-where the pcoplc's dig-
oity rests on being col/ecriye masters of tbeir oun cotntry.

Residenrs in the various prccincrs of Saigon are elecring their own
local govcroment-People 's Revolurionary Commirrees. These com-
mittees havc been sending our the word rhat pcople are wclcomed back
to their narive lands in rhe couotrysidc. The PRG is providing free
transportation, land and farmiog rools, plus 10 kilos of rice ro anyone
returning to their villages. Thousands of people who were forced to go
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to Saigoo to escape U.S. bombing are going homc to the land now. The
local Peoplc's Rcvolutionary Committecs arc also encouraging formcr
prostitutes to join rhc rc-educarion programs ro enable thcm ro start a
new life. Villas of departed U.S. ofticials are becoming training in-
stitutes for homcless children who uscd to havc to beg and sleep in the
streers. Others becomc centers to care for the sick and mutilated.

A visitor to a ncwly libcrated arca in November 1971 dcscribed a

sccnc that would become rypical ofothcr areas:
Tbere's a Aild ofpioneer atmospbere ir tle PRG areas. In Don Ha City
tiere is tbe excitement and eitbusiasm ofa frontier town as uel/ as tbe
bardsbips. ll/e uisited at ad t €drcarion class and tber wandered
tbrorgb tbe crowded but unligbted streets of tbe city one erening. Tbe
ice cream sbop tbat I remembered from uisits four lears ago lub€n Sai-
gon controlled tbe cityl is still ,her€. Le Pltaong, Director of Cultaral
Affairs, told me as we walAed tbrorglt tbe marlet place tbe next morrz-
ing: "We don't speaA so mr.cb about wbat the B-52 bombers destrol-
ed, lye are most proad ofwbat we bat e sat ed and wbat ue baue made
we of. " [2]

But life in thc liberatcd arcas has bccn physically difficult for
everyone. Until rhe signing of the Paris Pcace Agreement, J anuary
27, 1971, libcrated zones were also free fire zones-subject to constant
saturation bombing. In areas where the bombing was the hcavicst, life
cootinued in undcrground shelters. Bur rheumatism, TB and skin dis-
ease spread among peoplc deprivcd of sunlight and oxygcn. Tens of
thousands of studcnts kept up their studies io 4,000 classrooms be-
neath the earth's surface. All hospitals were built underground. In de-
fiance ofthe U.S. war machioe, peoplc in liberated zooes affirmed life.
A young mothcr who gave birth to a baby in a camouflaged teot during
a 8.12 bombing raid on Quang Tri namcd her child "B-Nam Hai"
(B-12). Ayearlater, in 1971, the stroog child greeted foreign visitors. [3j

ln the monrhs following the signing of the Paris Peacc Agrce-
meots, de$ing Thicu's artempts at assassination and bombing, thous-
ands rerurncd cach wcck to thcir homes in thc libcratcd areas. [4]
Thcre thcy began thc arduous task of rebuilding their lives and homes.
Thcy used thc srecl plates abandooed at U.S- bascs for the doors of
thcir new houscs; thcy wove handbags out of the ycllow and red elec-
trical wire taken from mineficlds; they planted flowers in mortar cas-
ings; thcy madc scarves and raiocoats from abandoncd nylon para-
chutes; they packcd rice in leftovcr U.S. sandbags. [1]

The Provisional Revolutionary Government

The PRG defendcd itself against Thicu's military violarions of the
Paris Peacc Agreemeot. At the same time, it consolidatcd its power-
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both by building a firm ecooomic basc and by encouraging more aod
more peoplc ro participate in the political process. Onc PRG official
explained:

T/te corso/idation ofmass organizations stcb as lbe Peasa s' Union,
tbe lYomer's lJniot, tle Ho Chi Minh People's Reaolutiottary Yortb
lJrrion, etc, cor,stitutes ote of tbe grarantees for tbe consolidaion of
the liberated zone and ofrerohtionary power. 16l

Revolutionary power in South Viet Nam has mcaot new power for
women. The samc war that brought unspcakable hardship to womcn io
the South, also brought the national liberatioo srugglc. It has beeo
through this struggle that women have taken such giant strides ro-

wards their emancipatioo. The battle has been right at thcir
doorsteps.

But war conditions alone won't emaocipate womcn, as any one of
Saigon's cx-prostitutes will tcstify. Vomen's emancipatioo also re-
quires thc solid commitment of thc political leadcrs of the struggle.
The National Libcration Front, io its founding manifcsto, callcd on all
the South Victnamese people to unitc and fight for a tco point pro-
gram. Part of that program spccifically aims to "guarantee equaliry
berweeq men and womeo."

NLF leadership was not lax in implementing this program. They
conducted an active campaign against men trearing women as sex ob-
jects. Even in the early days, before the NLF had a strong base, they
refused ro compromise on the issue. A defector explained:

I belongel to tbe basic social class fileasantl. I perfomed m) tdshs
we//. I did we// il tbe training courses, but I was accused of bauing bad
bebauior becaase of my leu.,dress and m1 illicit loue affairs, and for tbis
reason, I wasn't admitted in tbe Party earllt euen tbougb I becarue a
Labor Yoatb memler it 1962, [71

In 1967, rhe NLF elaborated its initial program and implemeoted
the following concrere policies wirh regard to women:

-To pa! ulrTtost atlention to rdising tbe political, cul!ural aad uoca'
tiondl standatd of women in uiew of their meits in tbe s/rugg/e against
Ll.S. aggressiott, for national salaalton. To deae/op lbe Vietnanzese
uomen s tradition of beroism, danntlessness, fidelitv a abilit1 to
s bou lde r re sP o n.tibi/it ie s.

-Vomen are eulal to men in lhe political, cultaralaxd socialfields.

-l{/omen who do the same job, receiae lbe sarne sa/aties and allou'
ances and enjol the same igbls as men.

-Womex workers and ciuil senants enjo! tao mon/l)s ,rzolerni4 leaue
witb full pa1 before and after childbrrtb.

-To pronatgate progressiue mariage and famifi regulatic,ns.
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-To app/1 a polic1 of actiuel y* fat oing, fosteitg and training women

To prolec/ the igbts of mothers and children. To deuelop tbe net-
worh of materniry bomes, crecbes axd infant c/asses.

-To eliminate all social etits brctgllt abost by tbe U.S. impetialists
atd their lacAejls, ubicb are ltarmful to.uomet's bealtb ad dignity. l8l

These provisions werc part of a largcr political program that thc
NLF issucd ro unite all South Vietnamese people to fight for "an inde-
pendent, democratic, peaceful, ncutral, prosperous and reunified Viet
Nam." This program defined the politicat campaign launched by the
NLF in preparation for the Tct Offensive in 1968. Many people in rhe
cities joined in the Offensivc on the basis of rhis program. Once rhey
liberated their villages, they elected local People's Revolutionary
Committees to bcgin to implemeot rhe program to improve people 's

lives. The program was also popular with nationalist businessmcn and
intellectuals who wanted a free economy and national culrure. ln APril
1968, representatives ofthe urban middle classes formed the Vier Nam
Alliance ofNational, Democratic aod Peace Forces. (VANDPF)

In May of 1969, delegares from the NLF and VANDPF agreed that
because ofthe successes io thc national liberation srruggle, it was time
to establish a provisiooal rcvolutionary government for South Viet
Nam. They coovcned the Sourh Viet Nam Congrcss of People's Repre-
sentatives in a liberated area near Saigon on Junc 6, 1969. The three-
day meeting included delegares representing various political parties,
nariooal minoriries, religious communities, rade unioos, women's
unions, units ofrhe PLAF, and the People's Revolutionary Committees
of the arcas already liberated.

-Madamc 
Nguyen Thi Binh: Foreign Ministcr

-Madamc 
Nguyen Thi Dioh: Commander ofthc PLAF

-Dr. DuongQuynh Hoa: MinisterofPublic Hcalth

-Bui Thi Mc: Vice Ministcr of Public Health

-Nguyen 
Dinh Chi: Membcr ofthe Advisory Council ofPRG

All thesc womeo are important leaders of the PRG. There are
more women in rop-levcl leadcrship positions in rhe PRG than in any
orher country in rhe world. t0(hilc they still hold a mioority of rhesc
positions-about one-fourth-thcy rePreseot thc growing power of
women in South Viet Nam.

Vomen's polirical power is stronger at the local level than at the
national level. As of early 1973, People's Revolutionary Commitees,
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the grass-roots governing bodics of the PRG, were elected and func-
tioned in 44 provinces, 6 cirics, 184 districts and towns, and more rhan
2000 villages. ri(omen often form the majority on the village-level com-
mittees and in 1970 morc than thirry per cent of the represenratives on
the disrrict and provincial committees were women. Also, more than
thirty per cent of the NLF cadrc are womcn. Ooc is Tran Thi Hung,
Vicc Chairpersoo of the People's Rcvolutionary Commimec of Quang
Tri Province. She is also rhc President of the Vomen's Union in that
province, a veteran of the anti'French rcsistance and a grand-
mother. [9]

The Union of rWomen for rhe Liberation ofSouth Viet Nam prorecs
and expands the advancements ofwomen. lt was founded on March 8,
l96l-lnte rnariooal rl(omcn's Day. On thc renrh anniversary of rhe
Union's founding, General Dinh, its Presidenr, wrote:

O// mouemen, symbolizes tbe strengtb of lbe womet's ,ltoNt€merrt
against imperialism it the preserrt peiod. . . . [Wel pledge to stand
sboalder to sltoulder with oar sisters of the Nortb, axited close$ uith

I

Quang Tri Provincc, PRG, 1972: Ex.ARM{ soldicrs turn rhcir wcapoos ovcr to
Pcoplc's Rcvolurionary Committec.
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tbe uouen of Cambodia, Laos and tbe ubole u,orld to figbt to tbe erd
for natioral independence, democracy, social progress and for tbe
bappircss of uomaa and cbildret. llol

The Union is bcttcr cstablished in somc areas rhan in others. As
catly as 1964, it was mceting biwcekly in the village ofBen Suc. Today
thc Union has scycral million mcmbers. Since April 30, i971, they can
mcct publicly and have the additional powcr which comes from the
suppon of thc PRG. Over ,0,000 womcn in Danang panicipated in a
rally in April, to celcbrate the libcration of rhe city and the founding of
the city's !flomen's Union on a public basis. Similar rallies occurrcd in
othcr provincial capitals shonly after liberation. [/.1]

tI(hilc thc Union took major responsibilitics in the national libcra-
tion struggle, it also set up Committccs for thc Protecion of Mothcrs
and Childrcn, trained mcdical workers, and organized schools and day
care centers. The Union rcinforced the effects ofthcsc scrviccs by taking
lcadership in the struggle "against patriarchal fcudal bcliefs." Now
that peacc is achievcd, the Union will bc ablc to focus morc cnergy on
scrving the panicular nceds ofwomen. OnJuoc 13, 197r, for example,
Liberation Press Agency in Saigoo reponed that the Women's Union in
Saigon had opcncd its first day care cenrcr in rhar ciry. Bui Thi Me,
Vicc Mioister of Hcalth of rhc PRG, attended thc opcning celebratioo.
Thc facr rhat all of the top womcn officials in the PRG are also leadcrs
of the rVomen's Uoion adds strcngth to the programs of thc Union.

Economic reforms for independence

I:nd reform sponsored by the PRG has provided rhe economic
basis for equality betwccn rhc scxes in rhc countryside. Every pcasanr
in the liberatcd arcas has a plot of land thar can suppon her or his
subsisrencc. Tenant farming is abolished and those who harvcsr a
surplus often voluntarily donare their crops ro rhose in oeed. It is no
Iongcr necessary for a woman to become a concubine in order to sur-
vive. There is no longer any cconomic pressure forcing families to
arrange unhappy marriages for rheir daughters.

By the eod of 1972, more thao four million acres had bcen re-
distributed to the pcoplc io liberated areas. Mosr of rhis land had becn
newly cleared or confiscated from absenrce landlords and reacrionary
landlords who collaboratcd with rhe U.S. and thcn fled when the PRG
took powcr. This process acceleratcd aftcr April 30, 197). For examplc,
oncc cx-Prcsidcnt Thieu fled Viet Nam, thc forry-four acres hc owncd
wcrc rcdistributed to frfry local peasants. [12] Much new land is bcing
rcclaimed by hundreds of rhousands of cx.Saigon Army men rcturning
to the counrrysidc.
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First rice harvcsr sincc liberatioo in Quang Tri Proviocc

Peasant women, who were forced to become prostitutes when they
were driven from the countryside by U.S. bombiog, are also returning
home. One is Tuyct Anh, whom G['s called "Linda." A German
reporter who kncw hcr recalled that when Saigon was first liberared,
she was rerrified and wanted to leave Viet Nam. A week later, after
gerring to know some womeo guerrillas, shc changed her mind and
told the reporter excitedly, "They say I can go back to my village. " She
had chaoged her clothes and Iooked likc a pcasant again. [13]

PRG policy protects the ownership of the land by those who work
the land. As of August, 1971, the "natiooal democratic" stage of the
South Vietnamese revolution continued. Thar is to say, thcre is no
attempt to nationalizc or socialize the entcrPrises owned by people
friendly to the revolution. Those large landowners who coopcrate with
the PRG in reduciog renrs and aiding the revolution are allowed ro

keep their land in arcas g/here the peasants alrcady have what rhey
need. Liberarion forces have helped pcasants clear new land so that the
amount of arable land had increased thrce timcs by 1971. Thcy havc
also set up more thao 10,000 mutual aid tcams, so that no one has to
work alone. In those arcas which have been liberated for many years,
mosr ofthe peasant bouseholds have joiocd cooperatives. {14]
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Cooperarive work makes the job ol reclaiming land easrer . lt 197 3,

Quang Tri harvested its first crop io six years. Thc leadership thar
women gained in producrion during the heaviest years of rhe war
conrinues. Le Diem, ediror of Liberated Qaang Ti, rhe daily news-
papcr, rold a delegation ofCuban visitors, headed by Fidel Castro:

Now ue are uorling under lhe slogan of maintainirg tbe spiit of com-
bat ir prodaction so tbal ue can deuelop tbis pro?irlce rapidlJ) ond
stre$. lr7)

In the cities, especially whcrc thousands of pcople faccd famioe
undcr the old Saigon regimc, the PRG is promoting thc revival of
native indusrries. lo May, 1971, the people of Danang repaired
hundreds of boars desrroyed by thc Thieu regime. Thc ncw govern-
ment supplied boatowners with fishing nets aod gasoline. Vithin a

month, the iodustry supplicd enough fish to feed thc people in the
Danang area as well as ro supply dried processed fish to other re-
gions. [16]

ln the newly liberated cities, factory life is also on a different
footing. Vomen now get cqual pay for equal work. Those factories
which wcrc owncd by thc U.S. and its Vietnamesc collabora.ors who
fled Saigon, are oow managcd by committees ofworkcrs. All workers,
rcgardless ofwho thcir supervisors are, now enjoy rhc rights guar-
antccd by the PRG workcrs' program: a dccent minimum wage;
abolition of corporal punishmcnt and arbitrary firinq; the nght to take
part io managemenr and frccdom to join tradc unions. Workcrs in
many factories are increasing production to aid in strcngthening the
economy of their country. For example , even before the PRG flag flew
over the Prcsidential Palacc, thc directors of thc Sicovina Textilc Mill
flcd and women who worked there raised the PRG flag on the roof of
the mill. Nguyen Thi Chau, Vice President of thc mill's once-illegal
tradc union, reported:

Tbe frst tbizg we did was gatber all tbe uorAers, tecbnicians and
elgireers. On May 2, more ,ban 700 uorTrel reported for uork ard now
their total has suelled ,o 1000.

Anorher worker explained why they have doubled production:

Since liberation, we ro longer feel afraid-no scoldings, no ballying,
tbat's wby I'm working witb greal entbasiasm. ll7)

Yct, an eoormous rask of economic rebuilding lics ahead. Ten
million peasants were forced off thcir land during thc war, includiog
one million who served io Thicu's army. The firsr step in eliminating
une mploymeot-which raoges in the millions-is to revitalize South
Vict Nam's countryside . The old Saigon ecooomy was so distorted that
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the Thieu regimc cvcn depended on the U. S. for imported rice. On July
27, 1975, a Reurcrs dispatch rcponcd that Huyoh Tan Phat, Prime
Minister of thc PRG, anoounccd that his country would bccome sclf-
supporting in rice this year and would rcgain its exporter starus in 1976.

A formcr Foreign Ministry official of thc Saigon regime unwit-
ringly poinred ro the prospcct of cconomic iodependence for all South
Vietnamese women. Hc told a reporter:

Tbe (PUAF) soldiers were uery deferential to me ald my wife, bat uere
conspiiaguitb orr maid to leaue ber employmenl. Tbel tall her tbat a
maid's uorh is demeaning, Tbey tbink tbat in tbeir societ!, eteryorre
can be free ! l18l

Education and culture

In spire of rbe trcmcndous eoergy thcy had to spend on military
defense, women madc great progress in cducation in thc liberated
zones. lt's difficult to prescot current statistics bccause rhe pace of
change is so rapid, cspccially since peace has been achieved. By early
1972, there were morc than 7100 schools, scrving morc than onc
millioo students from prc-school through high school. By carly 197),
1100 ncw schools opcncd, scrving 15,000 more students. By early
1974, 10,000 new classcs opcned for several hundrcd thousand primary
school studenrs.lo Quang Tri and Thua Thien, each village in the pro-
vincc has a primary school and each province has rwo training schools
for elementary school tcachcrs. The pace of growth of cootinuing
educarion, especially for adult women, is similar. Ncw schools are
made from crates thar used to hold U.S. muoirions and chalk comes
from the white clay discovcred at the depths ofbomb craters. [1!]

ln contrast, !0 per cent of the city people and 71 per ceot of the
rural people living in areas controlled by thc Thicu rcgimc wcre illirer-
are. Berween 1912 and 1913,20 per cent of the studenrs had ro drop out
because they could no longer afford ruition and rhe rising cosr of
liviog. [20] Therc is no tuition io PRG schools.

I visired thc Trieu Phong District School in Quang Tri Province in
thc fall of 1974. The studcnts at the school wcre adults-nearly all
womcn. Many wore white mourning bands around their hair. They
were peasants. Many had bcen guerrillas. As wc walked the parh from
onc classroom to anorher they pointed out the ruins of a home where a
family of ninc was killed in one bombing raid. Vhcn thc bombing
stopped inJanuary 1971, nor onc schoolwas lcft sraoding in Quang Tri
Province. They werc proud of their school, which they had built them-
selves with materials supplicd by thc PRG.
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In the year since thcir school opcncd, hundreds of womco lcaroed
to read and write. In one classroom, rwenry.rhrce wo/nen and two men,
all ol whom had bccn illiterate the ycar bcfore, were studying
mathematics at a founh-grade level. Most ofthe studcnts wcrc in their
rwentics and thirties. There are special classcs for women ovcr fifry.
The same school has classcs to train "an army of tcachers." ln six
weeks, thosc who already havc a primary school cducation are lcarning
to teacn orhers. Io 1973, about eighty-five per ceot of thc pcople in
Quang Tri were illiterare. Now they havc virtually climinated illiteracv.

PRG srudenrs learn to share their knowledge-not to compete.
Anyone who has more than a ycar of schooling is considered respon-
sible for passing that knowledge on to at lcast rwo more people. Thcy
use evcry available oppomuniry. One group of illiterate pcasants, some
of whom were grandparents, lcarncd thc alphabct during their lunch-
breaks. Each day, their young teacher refused to allow them to rerurn
to their ficlds until they learned rheir quota of ocw letters. (21I

There's no difference bcrween the education receivcd by boys aod
rhat receivcd by girls in the liberated areas. They're equally repre-
seotcd and go to the same school. While in old Saigon, girls learncd to
bcg and scll pornographic postcards to GI's, in libcrated zones, young
girls and boys learn to write by copying storics like this one:

Litt/e Baoi has a aery imporlanl task of catrying messages for the
National Liberatior Frott. Little Baoi uas never lale in lahitg mes-
sdges to their desrin4rions, and sbe bas neuer let tbe enemies fnd oat
uhat she is doing. Nor bas sbe let a letter or message fall hto tbe
bands of tbe eneml'.

They learn math like this:

Tbe eteml ettered tle village atd arrested 12 lorltbs. Tbe people of
tbe ttillage demonsrrered agairrs, ,bis atast and forced tbe release of8
louths. Hou many more youlbs' releases do tbey sti/l need to
demortrate for? l22l

Young children, girls and boys alike, have learncd amazitg re-
sourcefulness and bravery in their classrooms. Sometimes classes met
rn underground tunnels, sometrmes oo boats-where the children
even had to camouflage thcir writiog rablcrs. They learn through rhe
examples set by many heroic women-likc thc eleven womeo of Hue
who held offa Marine battallioo during the Ter Offensivc. They learn
that the possibiliry for change is endless after seeing their mothers and
grandmothers, who havc been illiterate for centuries, learn to read and
wrire and run village affairs.

Youog children go to school in shifts. Older ones take carc of.heir
younger sisters and brothcrs while their moahers attcnd classcs
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Evcryone, evcn thc young children, works at reclaiming the land when
class is not in session. Aftcr the peoplc have cleared all the mines,
harvestcd thcir crops, built new hospitals and homes-wheo the worst
wounds ofwar are healed-they build day care centers.

In onc district of Saigon, the PRG organized thirty new literacy
classcs within onc month of liberation. Education specialists from the
DRV and thc PRG hcld a working conference and announced to the
French Press Agency on JuDe 2r, 197r, that they would abolish
illiteracy in all ofSouth Vier Nam by thc end of 1976.

The people io liberated villages parricipare in a thriving cultural
life as pocrs, writers, painters, daocers and musicians. Every village
has a song and dancc troupe. Their performances are so popular that
ofren rhousands of people attend their shows-including many who
socaked away from Thicu-controlled arcas just to sec the show. In
early 1961 , a Japancsc rcporter visiting thc libcratcd areas noticed
that, after rifles, the most widely disrributed modcrn conveniences
were transistor radios. Programs fcatured news, songs and stories
which encouraged the liberation struggle. [23]

Today, in Saigon, pcoplc no longcr have to listcn to Liberarion
Radio in sccret. Io additioo to news and important information, the
radio broadcasts music aod poetry readings. Theaters have reopened
and thc cost ofa tickct is half what it used to be. On May 19, 197r,
millions of people all ovcr South Viet Nam attended performances and
ceremonies celebrating Ho Chi Minh's eighty-fifth birthday.

Family

Marriage and family life form the nucleus of Vietnamese sociery.
But it is clear that the nature ofthese insrirurions is inevirably chaoging
as a resulr ofthe necessiries ofwar. In rradirional Viet Nam. a woman's
duty to her farher was rhc overriding imperarive . The NLF did nor coo-
fronr this issue of filial piety head-on. Rather, they showed new re-
cruits that if they pur thcir obligarion ro fighr firsr, in rhc long run, rhey
would also be serving their fathers' best interests. Daughters who de-
cided to join the NLF against their fathers' wishes had to stand firm
agaiost heavy paternal pressure. For cxample, one farher complained:

Yor're my girl. Because 1ou baue /e/t tbis bouse da1and gbt and
abandoned l,oar home chores, ore balf of orr land bas not been com-
plete/y ca/tiuated and ueeds baue growtt ap eueryultere. Il'bere can
ue g€t food to eat? Marl persons car worA for tbe reuo/ntiot, but I cett
find nobodl lile ya! People ubo mahe tbe reuo/ntion da not receiue
zt1 salaries. . . . I con't stop toa from u,orling for tbe rerohtion, btt
yoa sbo d at leasl lale pit, on me and nol compel me lo cooh ytur
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daiQ meals. Urfornnate$, i/ lor're Ailled in a bombirg or sbelling I
will ltaae to bury 1ou. Tbis truQ;r an lnbapp.t lot. According to tbe
beauenll law, ar otrsncestors sard, cbrldren sbou[d bury lbeirparerts,

lfloa continre to go oral dal ard dgbt to make corrlacrs , , . afld
attend meerings uitlt tbose cadres, ya migltt be led irto a loose life.
You migbt lose lotr uirginity and get pregr?ant. In tbat case, I thi it
wo d be betterfor me to kill myself tban andtre the sbame. . . . lf 1ou
taAe yur fartil1 so ligbt$ and on$ tbizh of yur orgadzatiott, do
wbaleuer 1ou warr. Bt, don't tell ?our cadres lo come bere to uarn or
try to motbate me! 124)

Ihe woman who had ro counter these harangues reccived a Iot of sup-
port from her comrades. She also gained new strength and political
understanding ofher rolc as an indepcndent woman.

These changes arc eocouraged by srones broadcast on liberated
radio. The following story, initially writteo for radio, was printed in
So lb Vie, Nam in Straggle, rhe official newspaper of the NLF. Pham
Hoa, a member of PLAF, returned home unexpectedly after threc
years'absence. Vhen he walked into his house, he noticed a knapsack
on the bed and an American-made bclt with two grenades fastened to
it. No one was home . He asked himself:

Has m1 uife become a gaen'illa? Her timidi4t was uell-Anoun tbroagb-
oat the oillage. Nobodl uas as wbite-livered ds sbe. She would sbat ber
eles at tbe sigbt of anyone calting tbe throat o/ a cbicken . . sbe

feared )ater rats and szdAes. l,Vbat pained me most u,'as ber fear of tbe
errernl . . . euen uhen tbel were a balfa day's walk awal, sbe woald fl1
in/o ber secret *nderground she/ter, Wbat bas made my wife cbarge so
tbororgbly?

Thar nighr rhe reunired couple lay in bed rogerher without speaking.
Gunfire inrerrupred their embrace. Nam sat up immcdiately-but nor
out of fear. She explained to her husband what was happening, told
him to get some rest, grabbed her nfle and lefr. He followed her out the
door and met wirh an older woman who scolded him.
Don't tahe her auay lrotn us.

He replicd, I uoaldn't dare.

The old woman went on ,

All igbt! Yoa're a reasonable lorng mar. Sbe's al elite fgbter, don't
1ou Anow tbat? Yo/ siould flot stderate ber!
The husband joined his wife in her trcoch. He remembered,

Witbout tbe comforl of aroom . . . br,tl std.xding in a trenclt of muddl
uater bebind tuo stb-macbine gtns, ue speflt tbe bappiesl moflzents
togetber since our wedding day. l21l
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Cora Vciss sheds lighr on how rypical this couple is. !(hen she
visited PRG rcrritory in thc fall of 197J, she noted:

I did not tnee! one uomen in tbe Soatb ubo liues witb her fami$.
Eaeryoze's shills reqaire lbat tbey worA where tbel ere needed. 126l

Cora Veiss'travcling companion spccified onc such change in family
life:
A birtb cottrol program bas recetl$ been starled. Tbe srbject uas
tdboo tuo or lbree ltears ogo ue were told. Nctw it is part of eaery
uillage's bealtb program. Tbe director of tbe ll'omen's Union in Ta^yen

Qrang told ls tbal it is rnore populal witb women tban with men.
"Ustal$ uomen like to baae some birtb control after tbe fourtb or fiftb
cbild. B* aery few merl liAe to parricipate, It our wltole prot,ince, oaly
luo men haue agreed to uas€ctorvi€s. " [27)
PRG medical ccoters provide birth control advice and devices free upon
request.

Vhether married or oot, women who joined the NLF oftco
received help from their political co-workers in solving thcir personal
problems. For cxample, in one instance, Tuyet, an NLF woman, felt
confused and preoccupied since she had fallen in love with a man
already committed to a relationship with anorhcr woman. After much
discussion, rhe rwo women in hcr political collecrive persuaded Tuycr
ro control her emorions. She gavc up all attemprs to esrablish a rcla-
tionship with the mao involved. They all agreed rhat rhe emotions of
the mao's first lover had to bc respcctcd and thar women's solidarity
should havc priority. The North American woman who reported this
incident was most impressed by the way the group's support prevented
Tuyer from fccling depressed or resentful. 128]

It is too soon to geoeralize about the effects ofpeacc on family lifc.
It will take many mooths before cveryooe returns to thcir homes and
social rclarions rccstablish thc rhythm of pcacctimc. Howcver, in a

frank coovcrsation with rwo Viernamese fricnds, they gave mc a
glimpsc of one changc rhcy rhought would be typical. They were both
older men who werc veterans of the anti-French rcsistance. Many of
rheir conrcmporaries and friends were Southern married men who had
gone North in 19)4. Their wivcs had remained in the South becausc
they were not Viet Minh cadrc at thc time and bccause they expected
rhar rhc men would returo in two ycars. lnstead, rwcnry ycars passed
and while rhc mcn were in thc North, rhe women joincd thc NLF and
fought activcly against the U.S. invasion. My cwo frieods undcrstood
that bccause of their war activity, mosr of the women now outrankcd
their husbands. Onc admitted that his friends werc worried:

Tbe men tbilk i!'s tataral for uomen to bave bigb political ranl, but
inside tbe family, it's sometbing else. Il/ber m1 friends returl bome,
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tbere will be struggles and tbe busbatds uill leatz ar fie days o/
mate "bome nle" are orer,

Health
Vomen havc madc important strides in health care. No PRG

doctor makcs a profit from pcople's sickncss. Thc PRG takes rcspon-
sibility for ensuring womcn's health by cmphasizing diseasc preven-
rion and by combining rhe most cffective traditional and modern hcalth
practices. Every villagc has trained mcdical workcrs-evcn thosc in
remotc mountain regions. By 1974, seveoty per ccnt of the liberatcd
districts had doctors. Each provincc has an organizcd Mcdical Service,
which trains medical workers in complcmcntary cducation classcs. A
majority of the health workers are women. [29]

The PRG trains rhem ro meer the emotional as well as rhe physical
necds of their patients. Jane Barroo, who worked in a Quaker hospital
near PRG terrirory, reponed that PRG nurses would routinely stay up
all night comforting patients, read to them, visit their familics, and try
to provide as much emotional supporr as possible. Barton also reported
rhat PRG doctors who travel with mobilc medical teams try to take
equal responsibility for menial tasks along with the other members of
the ream. In a deliberare effort to break down profcssional hierarchics,
doctors would ofren prepare meals for the othcr mcdical workers.

At the new hospital in Quang Tri, mcdical workcrs told me:

Tbe uar against the Frercb and tle U.S. bas trained our doctors to be
close to tbe people. Tbeir ideological conuictions maAe it possible for
tbem to srffer bardsbip. Tbere is no trace of Paris left in olr docrors-
tbey are ilst lile peasants.
The hospiral irsclf was a complex of loog, thin, Iow mud-and-thatch
buildings constructed by rhe local popularion in less than a mooth. Bc-
fore the ccase-fire, therc could be no central hospital ar all, only mobilc
medical teams. The doctor told us that in those days, cighty pcr cent of
rhe womcn thcy examined had ccrvical inflammatioos caused by living
in tunocls, often panially fillcd with stagnant watcr. She was glad to bc
able to report that they had elimioated most ofthcsc infections.

This hospital still treats hundrcds of peoplc who accidcnrally
trigger mines left by the U.S. invaders. Othcr problcms most oftcn
trcatcd at Quang Tri hospital arc malaria, gastro-intestinal discasc and
ancmia. rVhen I asked abour nervous discascs, the doctor respoodcd,
"Liberation from rhe grip of the encmy frees thc mind." All thc
mcdical care at rhc hospital is free. ln the fall of 1914, people living in
areas still cootrolled by Thieu took grcat risks in defying Thicu's tabu
on travel to the "Vict Cong Hospital." I saw a nun, dressed in full
habit, waiting paticnrly on a bench aloog with others needing dcntal
treatmeot. Thc denrisr was a young woman trained in Hanoi.

bbcrdtcd lyomcn in bbcnzted Aft.s 191



Mobile health teams concenarate on prcnatal care and cpidcmtc
prevention. Io remorc regions, rhcy must teach the peoplc elcmentary
hygiene and fight supcrstitions such as the belicf that a pregnant
woman should drink thc urine of a male infant to gain strength. These
measures make it possible for women to bcar children without fear of
dying in childbirth. They will make it possible for a new generarion to
grow up strong, defying rhe effects of toxic chemicals and vencreal
disease left by U.S. forccs.

ln Saigoo, PRG doctors arc making an enormous cffon to
climioate VD, which rcachcd astronomical proponions bcforc rhc war
ended. Thc Vict Nam Ncws Agency aonouoced that healrh tcams
inoculated four timcs morc people againsr cholcra and typhoid inJune
l971thao rhe Thieu rcgime had done in all of 1974. They must also do
battlc against drug addicrion, According to cstimates by the Thicu
government itsclf, thcrc wcre 130,000 drug addicts in Saigon-scvenry
per cent uoder rwcnty years old. In 1970, only rwo per ceot of thc
students in Saigoo boarding schools were addicts. By 197J, sevcnty per
cent ofall boarding school students used hard drugs. [30] Thcrc wcrc
never aoy reported cascs ofdrug addictioo in the liberated zones. Thc
PRG lauoched an all-out bartlc against addictioo in the newly-libcratcd
cities on Iune I.lgTt.lntcrnational Children's Day.

Thc greare.t health problem the people in rhe countryside flace is
rhe presence of millions of unexploded land mines and bombs hidden
in the fields. The pcasants have tried every method of detection includ-
ing burning the fields, but mines still make farming an extremely
hazardous occuparion. After visiting the northern region of the PRG in
April 1974, Jane l'onda reporred:

J ast to c/ear tbe area arornd the qrarters ue sra))ed it, approximareb
the size ofa sqtare ciry bloch, 400 mines /tad to be d€tonot€d. Ve were

)r'
PRG mcdical workcrs givc first aid to thosc nounded during air
raid on Loc Ninh by Thicu's bombcrs, Nov. 7, 1971.
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t<tld tbat in tlte yar /ollowing tbe signing of tbe Peace Agreement, 300
peopte and 1000 baffalo baue been killed ir Quang Ti by the
mines. 131l
In addition, jagged pieces of shrapnel remain which can easily infcct
farmers and barefoot children with tetanus. The U.S. violates the
Peace Agreemeor by refusing to sweep these mines and military
debris. The U.S. govcrnment can never repay the Vietnamesc people
for their suffering; but it must takc rcsponsibiliry for hcaling these war
wounds as required by Anicle 2l of the Paris Peacc Agrccmcnt.
Mcanwhile, rhc PRG'S policy that good health is evcryonc's right is
implcmented as fully as possible.

Just the beginning

PRG women are ccrtainly much closcr to the goal of equality
berween the sexcs than women in most countrics. Thesc womcn thcm-
selves also recognize that the strugglc against sexism must continue.
Pcrhaps the mosr formidable problem. after matcrial rcconstruction, is
challenging rhe cffccts of U.S. cultural imperialism amoog borh rhe
women and mcn who wcrc so jaded by life in old Saigon.

Even among long-rime residents io the liberated zones, the "inncr
struggle" continues. Women still have primary responsibiliry for chil-
dren and the home, even though men will take over these jobs if the
women are busy fighting or at a meeting. Some men remain hostile to
wome n's liberarion. This man's criricism of NLF women inadverrcnrly
acknowledges the progress they have madc:

. . . To encoarage women, ,be Frox/'s policl is to giue "eqta/ rigltts to
bttth men and uomen. " Matl women are nou asstrming importenl
finctt;ons in uaioas agencies of l/te Frott. Persotalfi I baue xct idea
abottt the ordinary women, but lhe uomen cadres ultom I mel ol m!
uqioas missions and tbose ubo uorhed ir the Prouince Medical Station
seemed to haue lost all tbe cbarm oftbe fair sex. In m1 opinion, uomen
cadres haae actaally become rnascvline and idicvlous. Thel all liked to
argre and tse grandi/oqtent "retolulionary" u.lords sucb cs "we mtst
consolidate our spiit to otercoflte al/ linds of bardsbips-ue ,?rtst
strenqtbet our tdeology and fgbt for final aictory etc. ." I reuer
liAed uotnen cadres, so I bad no girlftiend amorg tbem. l32l

General Dinh represents the libcrated women of South Viet Nam.
She is loved and respected as a military lcader and also as a watm,
motherly woman. She once gave birth to a son, but never raised hinr
herself-rather she chose to devote all hcr energy to the resistance.
Today, rhe Sourh Vietnamese sometimes speak ofher as if shc wcre rhe
mother of the enrirc People's Liberation Armed Forces. These lines
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from a poem by a famous Vietnamese male poet, Luu Trong Lu, ex-
prcss the tension bctween rhe rcaliry of women's liberarion and the
persistence of tradirional sex roles. They also show rhar women's
strength is the overriding aspect in this continuing conrradiction.

NGUYEN THI DINH

h tbe assa l 1or command q batdred squads.
Nigbt retans, yoa sit mendilg f;gbters' clothes.
lYoman general oftbe Sottb,

descended from Trac and Nbi'
Yoa'ue shaken tbe brass aad steel oftbe lYbite House

' Trac and Nhi rcfcr ro thc Trung sisters who fought rhc Chincsc in ,18 A. D

The Vietnamcse are proud of their traditional culture and rhe con-
rinuity berwcen past and presenr. In thc course of making the revolu-
tion, they work ro maintain the posirive elements of Vietnamese tradi'
tion, while, at thc same time, struggling against oppressive "feudal
hangovcrs, " Thc strugglc has many dimcnsions and is bursting with
possibilities for womcn-especially now that all the resources once
dcvotcd to dcfcnse can bc used for creating a ncw lifc.
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Wben one Eeaks of a peasant, it is important to bear in mind tbqt nou-
adays sbe is usually a woman of many roles. Sbe is a producer, a house-
uife, a tecbnician and a combatcnt.

-Bai Thi Tinh, spokesperson at cooperatioe fann in tbe DRV

From the days when the Vietnamese revolurionary movement was in tts
infancy, with a handful of members-hungry and hunted by the

French-it has consistently commitred irself to womeo's liberation.
The Indochinese Communist Party pledged to struggle for equality be-

rween women and men in its founding program in 1930. Some of the
people who formulated this program had recognized the importance of
women's liberation years before; but the ICP was the first organized,
national.group to take political responsibility for getting rid of women's
opPresslon.

A year after rheir founding meeting, ICP leaders got together
again and agreed that "women are the most oppressed element of the
society" and that women's freedom requires a revolution. [l] Their
analysis maintained that women's emancipation and natiooal liberation
were inseparable. Nguyen Thi Kim Anh, a revolutionary theorist,
wrote a book in 1918 which explained how feudalism and colonialism
were responsible for women's grievances. She criticized arranged mar-
riages, polygamy, and double standards, showing their feudal origins.
She tried ro interpret Marx, Vollestonecraft and other Vestern theor'
ists and apply them to Vietnamese reality. Her book elaborated the
official ICP policy on women. [2]

In 194), people who bad begun their lives as revolutionaries in the
1920's gained control over the full resources of the state in order to
implemeot revolutionary policy. The early ICP program became the
law of the Democratic Republic of Viet Nam in 1946. Article 21 of the
Constitutioo ofthe DRV states:

ln lhe Democralic Repablic of Viet Nam, the uoman is tbe equal of
man in igbts, from the political, ecol?onzic, cttltural, social and family
points of riew.

Por eqaal worA, sbe is enti ed to equa/ pay Tbe State gaarantees
to women uorAers and fixctionaies ,be igbt to paid mote,,liry lea.ue

before and after childbirtb.' 
The State protects tbe rights ofmothers and cbildren, atd sees to

the deue/opment ofnzateTflity clinics, crecbes atd Aindergarlefls
Tbe State protects marriage and tbe family l3l
The Vietnamese understand that centuries of sexism woo't dis'

appear wirh the signing ofa law. Nguyen Thi Thap, ex-President of the
Viet Nam Voment Union, member of the Central Committee of the
f"o Oong Parry and Vicc President of the Standing Committee of the
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National Assembly, is the highest ranking woman in the DRV. She
worked in thc Saigon uoderground for thirty-five years agaiosr rhe
Frcnch. Shc explaioed:

ll/bet ue sa! tbe ivter€sts of uomel are bosrrd to tbe class ard
nalional interests, obuiousl, is does not mean lbat uben tbe rero/y-
tion is saccessfil, atd tbe uo ing chss seizes power atd destroys tbe
ig/tts ofpivate propelry h prodrction, then tbe problem of uomen's
liberation will be immediatell resolued.

Ix realitl, after tbe reuohtior bas beer srccessful, women-espe-
cialQ women strong$ inflrenced b1 feadalism-still baue to struggle
for trrc equality ruitb mex by roising their political leuel and knowl-
edge, and taAing port iit prodlctiorl, the narlagenent ofsociet! arrd ir?

tbe actioities of eaery social sphere. l4l

Thcory and practice

Ho Chi Minh oftcn reaffirmed the Parry's commirmenr to women's
emancipation, nor ooly io public declarations, but also in action. In a
typical visir to a training session for District-lcvcl Party mcmbers, the
firsr qucstion he asked was:

Hou many comrades are attetditg rhis cldss?
The rcply: Tuo bttdred qnd eigb4.eigbt, Uncle. Among ,/1ese 131

ar€ distic, codres,
Ho: Hou many of ,bem are womet?
The rcply: Sixteen, Uncle.
The President looked displeased and iosisted:
Tbis is a sbortcoming. The comrades in cbarge baaer't paid enoagb
allention lo tb€ ,raining ofuomen cadres. Tbis applies to our Part! 4s a
ubole. Manl people still dor't estimate tbe wortb of uomen corec y,
or are sbacLled by prepdices. Tbey are wrcng. At tbe presear, man!
luofien are porticipating ia leadersbip uorA at tbe grass-tpot leoel and
tbel are doilg their jobs uery well . . . tbe, are not only zealous, btt
olso corrrpetent . . . ,bet are less liAe$ to commit enbezzlemerrt and
waste or lo ind ge h drinAing atd sbou anogance tbat ,/te met, Ist't
tbat ,rue? SpeaA up if yor don't tbinl wbat I'm saling is corect.
Ho didn't let the marter rest after everyone nodded in agrecment:
So I hope that ya'll set igbt yu biases r.,is-a-uis womet. As for lbe
women, especiall1 tbose uho are district cadres, tbel mtst figltt bard
for their rigbrs. Orbetwis€, fiose of tbe mer wbo are preitdiced
aqoitst uomen won't mend their wa1s. lll

ln many districts, before women wcrc allowcd to take leadership
positions, rhc men bolted, rejecting thc possibility of womco having
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execurive power. Tbe Party Secrerary rhcn suggesred thar they should
make a survey of women's work in the various commuoes in the Dis-
rrict. The survey discovered: (l) womcn performed more workdays
than men; (2) women knew as much about the situation in the fields as
men; (3) women were more hard-working and industrious thao men;
(4) women had fewer opportunities to learn and received no support or
help in their work from men.

At thc ncxt meeaing after the survey, the committee decided
unanimously ro appoint women cadres. But ar the commune level,
some of the men still resisted. The re wcre more mass mee rings and
surveys. All Party cells, in tbe cooperativcs and communes, were re-
quired to hold self'criticism meetings in which male chauvinists ac'
koowledged their mistakes and responsibility for failing to promote the
women's movement and women cadres. [6]

A movement of their own

In the course of leading thc Resistance against the French and
building socialism, the Party succeeded in introducing the coocept of
womefl's liberation into most pcople's lives. Vomen idenrify rheir
srruggles with the struggles of the Party and the people as a whole.
Nevertheless, Le Duan, one of the top lcaders of rhe DRV, echoed Ho
Chi Minh when he told a national conferencc of women activists io a

1959 major policy speech:

. , , women sboa/d tot merely tahe part in a genera/ mo?enl€nl bal a/so
btild a revolutionary movcme nt of their own. fEmphasis in Vietnam-
cse edition.I [71

Le Thi Xuyen, a Vice Prcside nt of thc Vier Nam Vomen's Union,
recalls rhe early enthusiasm thar made the Union powerful:

A dream, formerly anredlizable, was nou comirg trae. Witb tbe re?o-
lation, ue uomen liued, in fact, o rreu life. ll/e bad an orgarizatiot of
oal oun. . . . TaAirg part in ,bat firs, m€€linq lin 1946, after Indepen-
dencel uere delegates of uorhing uomen, cotrrtry uorner, intel/ec/aats
and olber soctal strata, rehSroas and soctal essrsl1nce organizalions,
tbe People's Militia from Haxoi atd otb€r provinc€s. Tbel debated
their immediate tasks ,r tb€ir parlict/ar social conditions. Neter did we

fee/ c/oser to one anolher. Neuer bad oar collectiue strengtb been so
gleat. 18)

This Viet Nam Vomen's Union is the direcr descendant of the
Union founded in l9l0-before the country was partitioned-for wom-
cn all over Viet Nam. Membership in rhe Union is open to all women
over 16 years old, to special-rnterest groups aod to women's seclons
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Hanoi, March 1974: Sign rcads "Fourth Narional Congrcss of Victnamcsc Wom
co. ' The Presidents ofthe Vomen's Unions in Norrh and Sourh hold banner.

wirhin trade unioos. Thc Union represents women to the government
and rhe governmenr depends on the counsel and advice of rhe Union to
defend women's rights; to design oew laws and implement all laws to
prorecr women. A number of the leadcrs of the Vomcn's Union are
leaders of rhe goverflmenr of the DRV as well. The Union works on a
daily basis ro srrengrhcn various services that mcet rhe needs of
women: adulr edutation, child care. canteens. community servicc
reams. and health educarion and mainrenance.

Thc Vier Nam Vomcn's Union receotly held irs first National Con-
gress in twelve years. In the months of preparation for rhe Congress,
drscussions and electioos of delegarcs srimulated and reawakened a
strong consciousness of rhe particular needs of women. A total of five
million women participated in provincial, district, town and workplace
meerings. Every local group made rcports that were combioed inro dis-
rrict reporrs. District-levcl groups clcctcd representatives ro rhe firsr
round of Congresses at rhe province level. At cach Provincial Con-
gress, delcgarcs discussed the drafts of reports for the Narional Con-
gress, evaluaring the growrh and accomplishmcnts of the women's
movement, and making recommendations for future work. They also
discussed rhe reporr and recommcndatioos submitted by the National
Central Execurive Committee, and sometimes made suggestions for
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changes. For example, the first-round Proviocial Coogress in Quang
Binh suggested that thc National RcPort Put more cmPhasis on thc role
womcn had playcd in shooting down U.S. bomber planes.

Thcse meetings clccted ,40 ofthc 600 delegates who artended thc
National Congress. Thc delegates includcd:

-t85 agriculrural and industrial rvorkers

- I J2 scientific and technical workcrs

-86 industrial and agricultural managers

-82 admioistrarive commrttee mcmbers, and

-22 womeo who are members of the National Assembly
Also:

-20 of the delegatcs were veterans of the womcn's movement lbr
more than forry consecutive years.

-315 
participated in the anti"French and anti-U.S. resistance, leav-

ing nearly half who have ioincd the movement in the last fcw
ycars.

-12 per cent of thc delegates were high school graduates.
Gencral Dinh led a dclegation of women from rhe PRG at the Congress
and rcpresented the close ries between women in the South and the
North.- Shc satd, "We have comc to Hanoi, thc hcart of the whole
country."

The Coogress, ending March 8, 1974, incorporated younger
womcn into leadership positions aod elaborared the scope and re-
sponsibiliries of rhc Union. Le Duan probably set the rone of the Con-
gress in his address to the opening session ofthc mceting. He said,

lye caflnot be complacent abos, tbe results obtained ltowards uomer's
liberatioll. Among the people ald euen among cadres, there still eist
the remains of bacluard ferdal tborgbts of respect for men and con'
,emp! fol uomea, and tendexcies lo disregard and nol prolect uorten's
legitimate ilterests, and rot to free uomet from famiQ ties, and euen
cruel aad inhamanitaian acts ofuiolence agairrsl uomen. h tbe face of
tltis sitaatiot, ue ,rrast slraggle barder iz many felds to fil$ acbcue
eqtality betueen men atd uomen so as to be able to complelel1 /iber-
ate women. 19)

Vhen I was travcling in Viet Nam, seven months larer, Le Duan's
speech was still a major topic of study and discussion. Le Thi Xuyen, a
Vice Presideot of the Vomen's Uoion, summarized the major the mes
of rhe speech:

ll/e mt st uorA to creale tbe corditions for women to be colleclue
masl€r ir', three fields: rhe ,rarion, sociery and tbe self. Tbis meaas
takirg leadersbip in political, economic, caltrral, legal and social life.
To be co/lectiae mdsrer of on€s€lf nearc to laae ful/ control over lozr
bod1, tbe ight ard possibility to decide uber and if yoz uill bave
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cbildren and ulat Aind of career to ptrsu€. lye ,vsst expard the uays
to tale collectiae resporcibiliry for clildcare and bousebold tasAs. ll/e
mast iicreose t/te political consciottstess of uomen as uell as otr
scie ntific an d techtical Anouledge.

The Ccntral Exccutive Committee preseoted a Rcpon to the Con,
gress which articulatcd many ways of achieving thcse goals. [70]
Theo thc National Congress passed resolutions ourlining the tasks for
the womeo's movcmcnt "in thc ncw rcvolutionary stage." Ar rhe timc
I was traveling in Vict Nam, Women's Unions in thc provinces werc
having thcir second round of province-lcvcl Congrcsses to discuss thc
ways they would implcment the national resolutions.

In Quang Binh, for example, 300 women were about to attend the
Congress. They represenred rhe 110,000 members in rhar provincc.
They planoed to spend a day hearing reports and specchcs by dele-
gates and reprcscntatives of the Party and governmcnt. Then the next
day, delegates would discuss rcports and the recommendcd resolu,
tions in small groups. On the final day, they would elect a ncw Provin-
cial Executive Commimce, vote on the rcsolutions and celebrate their
achievements.

Governing

The political strcngth ofwomen in thc DRV has shown a pattcro of
dramatic growth. ln 1946, thc first ycar womcn evcr vored in Viet Nam,
women held only l0 out ofthe 403 scats in the National Assembly-the
highest legislativc body in the DRV. ln the second Asscmbly, women
held tl seats. By thc third, they hcld 66 seats. By the Founh National
Assembly, in 1970, rhere were l2! womeo among the 420 members.
Some are peasaots; somc are miliria women who shor down U.S.
planes; some are hcads of production tcams, builders of food process-
ing plants, and some are specializcd animal breeders. Thc oldesr is 60.
The youngest is a 2l-ycar-old worker in the Nam Dinh Tcxtile Mill and
is also an anti'aircraft guoner. Sevcral of the women in rhe National
Assembly have been national polirical leadcrs for a long time. Ill]

The People's Provincial Councils are iust below thc National As-
sembly in the governmenr srrucrure. Councils are clected once every
threc years by sccrct ballot. Everyone ovcr l8 votes, Fony-rwo per cent
of thc membcrs of thc People's Provincial Councils are women.
Vomen's membership in the Disrricr-level Councils rose from 26 per
ccnt ro 43 per cenr berwccn l96t end 1969. At the local villagc level,
women are the chairpersons in 4300 our of a total of !000 People's
Councils. Thc Councils implemeot Starc laws ar their rcspccrive levels.
They have responsibility for planning economic and public works, con-
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Dang Minh Thuan. district mayor in Hanoi, visirs anti'aircraft gunncrs at faclory in
hcrdisrrict.

srructioo, and cultural acrivities. They examinc and aPProve local

budgers, maintain public order and security, prolecl rights of cirizens,
aod safeguard rights ofethnic minorities in rheir respecrive areas.

The Peoplc's Councils havc rhe power to elect and recall the

admioisrrativi commirtees and chiefs of jusrice in their areas. The fact
that womcn do seventy per cent of the nation's agricultural work is

reflected in the government ofrhe countryside. More than rwo'thirds of
rhe members of village administrarive committrcs are women. Thcsc
committecs carry out rhe policies of the People 's Councils, make day-

to-day managcmcnt decisions, rule on divorce cascs and also enforcc
the marriagc law that ensures women's righrs.

In the DRV, the governing political party is rhc Lao Dong Party-
or Vorkers' Party. Orher political parties exist legally as long as

rhey're nor actively hostile ro socialism. The overwhelming majority of
people believe rhat rhe Lao Dong Pany best rePresents the interests of
*o.k.rs and pca..nts. The Lao Dong Party is a direct descendant ofthc
Indochinese Communist Parry which formed in l9)0, unifying threr
pre-exisring communist groups thar were active in the rwenlies. 1'he

iCP organizcd and led the Vietnamese people in dcfeating French colo'
nialism, but it was never very large. In 1941, for iostance, it had fivc
rhousaod members all over Vicr Nam-including those in jail. [12] ln
1911, in rhe North, the ICP became the Lao Dong Party. In the South,
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rhe organizarioo wirh a similar polirical ideology and commirmenr took
the name Pcople's Revolutionary Parry.

The Lao Dong Party has grown enormously since the establish-
ment of the Democratic Republic of Viet Nam. In l9)9, it had more
than four hundred thousand mcmbers, and in 1970-71, one hundred
rhousand new members ioincd. By 197r, the Party had about one
million members. But mosr of rhc oational leadership of rhe Party
comes from thc generation of Ho Chi Mioh-those active since the
thirties-when fcw women took part in political affairs. Ii0omen in thc
DRV have had to sruggle for respect as political leaders. A woman
who was mayor ofone of the four districts ofHanoi explained:

Prejadice against uomen still remains in some peopla; not all thotgbts
of inequalitl baue beel uiped out. Some are doubtfal aboat uor?ren's
cdpocitt, cspccially abod women's capacit! to gol)erv. So ue try oar
bes, to filfll orlr ,asks and deferd tbe lonor ofwomen. 113)

In 1961, thc percentage of women in the Lao Dong Party was only 1.4.
la 1967, Parry Resolution number lr2 urgcd that women cadre be
trained and promoted to leadcrship. l7ithin five years 3o pcr ccnt of
the Pany members were women. [14] Thc Party is committed to con-
rinue incorporating more women until there's full political equality
berween women and men.

Women's emancipation in work

Vhen the Vietnamese recovered control over their ecooomy from
rhe French, rhey began ro eliminate privare profit-making as rhe
driving force of the economy. Nguyen Thi Thap, ex-President of the
\?omen's Union. explained the sigoificance of rhese changes. She
showed how gerting more jobs for women doesn't necessarily ensure
their well-beiog or equality. More jobs can mean more oppression be-
cause the employer exploits his workers by kceping the profit from
rhe ir labor for himself. As long as a man is an employer who owns and
controls the factories, fields and shops, he will always be richcr and
more powerful than his workers. Thap insisted:

Tbere can neuer be equality between tbe exploiter and tbe exploiled,
Wben the oppressing clas-s still dominates, tlte true equal rigbt-r of
uonzer2 cannot €xisl. ILtl

In 1945, rhe Vieroamese began to take rhe first sreps rowards
building a socialist economy by distributing land once owned by French
Iandlords, rcducing rents, abolishing high taxes and erasing peasanrs'
debrs. These moves began to destroy the iosritutional foundations of
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womcn's opprcssioo-thc institurions which werc also responsible for
rhe srarvation of two million pcople .

In 1941, sixty'two per cenr of the pcasants in all of Viet Nam had
no land and worked as sharecroppers. Land rcform in thc countryside
eliminated the huge conccntrations of wealth that forced women into
concubinage and slavery. Today, everyonc shares the land aod the
harvesrs according to how much work rhcy do. Nearly all pcasants
belong to coopcrarives whcre they own the land and tools in common.
People work according to rhcir ability and get paid according to rhe
amount of "work points" rhey'vc earned. Work points reprcscnt the
amount, qualiry and social importance of a worker's labor. This social-
ist economy calculates work poinrs equally and scparately for men and
womcn-whcrhe r marricd or singlc.

At rhe 1974 Coogrcss ofthc Viet Nam Vomen's Union, thc Direc-
tor of rhc Xuan Phuong cooperative reported how she foughr the
tendency for some workcrs to accumulatc more work points thao
others. All co-op members have responsibility for the ricc ficlds. Most
ofthe womcn members did nor know other rrades, while the mcn who
had addirional skills, like brick-making or carpentry, could earn rela-
rively more work poinrs. Thc Dircctor, Mrs. Vu Thi Cuc, also head of
the village chaprer of the Vomcn's Union, brought the problcm to the
local Parry cell and to thc managing board of the co-op. After rhey
studied and discussed thc problem, they dccided to train the women in
new skills like carpet- and mat-making. Vith these additional trades,
the women earned mote and, at the same time, made a largcr cootri-
bution ro rhe prosperity ofthe co-op as a whole . [16]

In sharp contrast ro the U.S., wherc wc have huge diffcrences
betwcen rhe carning power of workers aod executives, in rhe DRV, the
highesr-paid worker-thc President of thc Republic-earns only about
J 7, times as much as rhe average peasanr or worker. The wages of the
President and the university professor are nearly equal. [17] In the
DRV, aftcr ncarly a generation of building socialism, ncarly all the
capitalists havc bccomc workers or havc lcft the country. No one is
wealthy, and no onc is hauotcd by paralyzing povcrry.

Thc occuparional srmcture has changcd drastically since 1945.

The 10,000 women who served the Frcnch as prostitutcs rcceived
training for productive work and those who wantcd to gor helP from the
govcrnmcnt io relocating in a ncw part of rhe country. In 1960, 20 Pcr
ceot of thc workers and statc cmployccs in cities and towns werc
womco. By 1972, the pcrceotage rose to 42. Today, womcn makc up
more rhan half rhe workers in light industry and a quar:er of the work-
ers in heavy industry. Thc oumber of women in thc profcssions has
grown cnormouslv. ln 194r, you could couot on two hands thc
iumberof women'MD's and engincers in all of Viet Nam. Now there
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arc more than t,000 women holding thcse jobs in rhe DRV. In 1945,

there were three or four women chemists in all of Viet Nam. Now there
are 3,000 in thc DRV. tn 1945 there were no women teaching at rhe uni-
versity or college levcl. Now there are morc than 2,000. In Saigon, on
the other hand, as late as 1960, only ren womeo had graduated from
the School of Medicine, Pharmacy and Dentisry.

Openings in thc legal profession not only provide womcn with
jobs, but also hclp to broaden women's political power and protccr
their gains. Bui Thi Cam, now a mcmber of rhe Permanent Commitree
for rhe Preparation of [-aws in rhe Narional Assembly, was the first
woman lawyer in all of Viet Nam. Now rhere are enough women
lawyers so that judges in all marriagc cases are women. Thcy protect
women io enforcing the laws against polygamy and othsr feudal mar,
riage practices. The !flomen's Union recruits women like Nong Thi
Trung, ooce an illitcrare highlander, to receive rraining for work in law
and other professions. Trung is now rhe ChiefJudge in her province.
There are also rwo women judges in rhe Supreme Courr of rhe
DRV. [18]

On March 8. 1967, the governmenr issued a direcrive ro srrengrhen
rhe rrend towards women's emanciparion in work. To ensure thar
womeo would rise in managemenr of indusrrial units and agricultural
cooperarives, rhe new law stipuiates that when women make up 40 per
cent ofthe labor forcc ofa factory or co-op, a woman must scrve on the
managemenr committee. When the labor force is 50 per cent women,
rhe assistanr managcr must be a woman. Vhen rhe number is 70 per
cenr, rhe manager must be a woman. By providing for thcir rraining,
rhe dircctive also encourages women ro advance ro more skillcd posr.
rions and to panicipate more in rhe work of srate offices and enter-
prises. The Iiflomen's Union helps to implemenr rhis direcrive.

Nguyen Thi Hoi, a 28-year-old pcasanr woman and militia mem-
ber, ralked abour how the directive is working out:

After the co-op uas set p, I became Depttl Cbief of a prodrction
grcup. I do tbe sane jobs as otber cooperalors: plotgbing, barroung,
picling ort, banestiny. . . . In Augast 1967, I became d P.,/ty nem
ber. I gite orders to men qnd women, and thel do as I a-rk because u
uas theJ uho elected me to lead tben. ll()l

At the March 8 Veaving Mill, named in honor of lnternational
Vomen's Day, there are ongoing training courses which enable women
to become heads of production teams and supervisors. So far, 200
women have replaced men ar rhesc jobs. A survey at rhe Founh Coo-
gress of rhe Viet Nam \iflomen's Union shows that between 1961 and
1972, rhe nurnber of women who are direcrors or depury direcrors of
factories has incrcased from )8 to 130: the number ofwomen direcrors
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of public institutes has increased from 2l to 6!; and rhc number of
women direcrors of central lcvel governmeor bureaus has increased
from 125 ro 18J7 in those seveo years.

Other women study at thc Lao Dong Party's theoretical school,
trade union schools and supplementary education classes to raise their
general educational level. The directive of 1967 says that when choos-
ing a woman for special training, those with special prioriry are: labor
and combat heroes, those who had particularly miscrable lives before
the revolution, those who have family members who died for rhe
narion., rhose originally from South Viet Nam and thosc from national
mtoorl[les.

The DRV is the only revolutionary society to join a few small
womeo's groups in rhe Wesr in recognizing that houscwork is produc-
tive labor thar should be compensared, even though in the DRV nearly
all women work ourside the home. Arricie 29 of rhe 1960 Marriage Law
declared thar in rhe evenr of divorce, commoo properry would be
divided according to rhe amounr of work each panner pur inro rhe
family's earnings. For the purpose of rhese calcularions, housework is
considered equivalenr ro productive work outside rhe home.

The abolition of polygamy

Along wirh polirical power and economic indcpcodence, women
have also gaincd rhe right to free choice in marriage and thc abolitioo
of polygamy-thc most opprcssivc family institution. In provinccs
where feudalism had beeo the srrongest, the great majority of men had
more than one wifc. The 1946 Constitutioo and later decrees laid the
foundation for outlawing polygamy and forccd marriage. Betwcen
lgrl and 1918, rhe ratio of childhood marriages fell from 21 to 8 pcr
cenr while the ratio of free choicc marriages rosc from 27 rc 6, Pet
cent. But the l-aw oo Marriage and the Family, which cxplicitly makcs
polygamy illcgal, wasn'r passed until 1960. In North Vict Nam, a law is
passed only wheo it reflects thc attitudes of thc pcople. For fiftecn
ycars, cadrc from the Vomen's Unioo and thc Lao Dong Party worked
to educate thc popularion to overcome centuries of rraditioo that
favored polygamy. Ho Chi Minh joined the camPaign for the ncw
marriage law. He urged:
Failrng to free uonen means fititing to liberate ba/f of hlnl,lrliry. Fail
itg to free u)orten ,nedr?s tbat the buildixg o/ socialrsm is only balf
completed. . . . Tbe /aw on maniage aims at lreeing wornen, lbal rr,
/iberaling ba/fol'society. As women are errzatcipated, we ,nust eradi'
cate ferdal and borrgeois ideolog1 in nen. l2ol

The Vomen's Union providcd thc ideas for thc Law; the Ministry
ofJusrice provided the languagc. Thc Law not ooly bans polygamy, ir
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also outlaws forccd marriages, child marriagcs, bride prices, dowries
and wife bcating. Thc law rcquircs dcmocracy within thc family,
allowing neither spouse to havc more power than thc othcr. In con-
trast, in many states in thc U.S. today, it is legally assumed that the
husband has thc powcr to forcc his wife to obey him. Therefore a judgc
may rule that a woman is innocent if shc commits a crime in the pre-
sence ofhcr husband. [21] In Francc, uotil 1966, a woman nccdcd hcr
husband's pcrmissioo before she could lcgally get a iob. Under the old
Saigon regime's Law No. l/50 "On the Family" thc husbaod was
lcgally thc hcad of the family and divorce was forbiddcn unlcss there
was a "spccial authorization" by the Head ofState.

The law in the DRV, on the other hand, guarantees the right of
each partner to freely choosc ao occupation, and rhe right ofdaughters
and sons to equal treatmeot within rhe family. Childrcn whose parcnrs
are nor married have thc samc rights as children whose parents are
married. Both womeo and men have equal rights to divorce-excepr a
man is not allowed to divorce a pregnant woman unril a year afrer she
has given birth (unless the woman dcmands it).

Thc government and the Vomen's Union have worked hard to cn-
force this law. Shortly after thc law was cnactcd, a directivc of thc
Party Central Committee statcd:

To insure a corect applicdriol of tle lau or maniage azd tlte famill,
p€nnonent and lorg-tenn propaEanda atd educatiotal work is
necessdry among cadres, Party members atd people.

Vo Thi Thc, now a member ofthe Central Executive Committee of the
\$(omen's Union, told me how she lcd a group of cadrc from rhc
li(omen's Union in a campaign that took thc law to thc rural stroog-
holds of parriarchy:

We fotnd tbat ytng uomen uere manied to boys eight or tite years
old. Tbe uomer uould worh in tbe felds and tbe boys uoald go to
school. Tbey bad zo sexaal relations. Tbe boys u€re too losng to
tnderstand anytbing . . . lYe wo d organize sndy me€ti?rgs to discuss
tbe tew lau-separate meetin4s for tbe loub and ,be porents. At
frst, tbe yang brides didn't dare tale tbe iritiatbe in getting tba l-au
enforced. Bs! ua ased tbese ,neatings lo stimvlate tbeir conscioras-
zess. After tba meatbtgs, tbalt uould come rp to ts piuale$ ard cry
and recott t tbe details of tlteir bard liaes . . . Tbere were so many wbo
uere miserable: victims of forced marriage and pol1gaml.

Somatimes ue uo*ld baae aferce sozggle uitb tbe bols' parents
wbo bad already giaen gifts and paid for eirsons'bides. lYe wo d
explait uby tltel sbo d let tbe girls be free-bou tbeir mdniage uds a
fotm of seruimde-tbd, it uas ynitst. lYe exphined bou ue fougltt tbe
retolution for eueryore . . . Tbose who coninued to /latnt tbe new law
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were fned . , , bat there ueren't mary. . . . Now we beue airtualll
abolished pollgaml and /orced mariage.

At thc samc timc, newspapers frequcntly carried stories lifre Bich
Hoa's. Her husband wantcd a sccond wife because after sevcral ycars
of trying, shc had not given birth ro a male heir. Rather than lose him
altogcther, Bich was prcpared to go along with her husband's dcmand
that shc proposc to a second wife for him. Thc !(omen's Union hcard
about thc dilemma and sent a cadrc to talk to the husband, to Bich
Hoa, and to thc prospeffive sccond wifc. Aftcr somc struggle, they
convinccd the husband that his l'fcudal ways of thinking" werc un-
acceptable and he abandoned his plan to marry a second wife. [22]
Efforts like these differ sharply from the practice io old Saigon. Under
Thieu's regime , polygamy was ofticially illegal, but some imporant
government officials flauoted thrce or four wives.

Divorce court in Hanoi

ln thc [-aw on Marriage and thc Family thc principle of free choicc
io marriage includes freedom ofdivorcc. Vo Thi Thc explained to mc:

Tbe leu encourages mdtrimonial bappinass, solidaity and tnitl uitlin
tbe famifi. . . . Br.t diyorce is ,ro longer a htmiliation for womet. It's a
hind ofliberation from tle yAe ofat oppressite ,not. Tha Lau arrd tbe
Court alway defefld tle iltterests of uomet and cbildran. Tbe aim of
diuorce is to defend tbe ights of uomet agoirrst feldal male sapre-
mecl-no narrer ubo iniliates tle divorce.

Ooe of thc womcn judgcs in the Pcoplc's Suprcmc Court, Le Phuong
Hang, explaincd that they always granr quick divorccs to victims of
forccd marriages. But in other cascs thcy ary ro eocourage reconcilia-
tion. Thc Court assigns ocighbors or co-workcrs from thc trade union
or Vome o's Union ro serve as a recoociliation group.

To lry lo recotcile is not to gloss o?cr t/te faa/ts, it is r4tber to mal€ d
perset€ing criticism of tle defects atd arors and to stress and er
coarage uba! is good and irc cate in botb parties a conect conception
of marriage ard tbe famifu.
lf thc conflict sharpcns, theo rhcy grant divorce, dividing the property
according to who earoed it. lf the needy party asks, the Court will ask
thc othcr party to pay alimony according to her or his mcans. They
cntrust the childrcn to whichevcr spouse is in a bcttcr position to care
for thcm. [2J]

A divorcc trial io North Vict Nam is a dramatic struggle against
whar the Victoamese call "feudal hangovcrs" and to cxpand women's
equaliry within thc family and society. As I sat in on ooe rrial in Hanoi,
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I was struck by the strength ofthe Vomcn's Union aod the advantages
women gain from having a legal system committed to women's libera'
rion. In thc court itself, there were three judges-rwo of whom werc
women. The investigator who rcsearched the case for the iudges was

also a woman. The defense attorney for the wife was a woman. All thc
womcn were members of rhe rWomcn's Union. There is oo chargc for
divorcc proceedings or for attorncys. Nevcrtheless, the husband did
not request the services ofan attorney.

The issue of contention was classic. The wife, Nguyet, wanted a

divorce because her husband, Hung, had been harassing her for a long
time. A lower court had granted the divorce, but Hung was appealing
it.

The husband and wife each spoke for themselves, giving their
version ofthe story, respooding to each orher's testimony:

Hung . . . Neigbbors tell me sb€ contir,aes ,o relate to otber men. But I
am a good busband and watt to keep tbe maniage. . . .

Nguyet: Noar, after liaing log€lber, I baue fornd tbat metimonial
happitess is impossible. lYe baue conflic! abott eoerytbing: wltat
food to buy, clothes, euerytbing. . . . He eoett beat me atd
gambled. . . . All bis uords about ml flirtations are lies .

Defense Attorney: Ngalet, wby does yoar btsband acctse yoa ofcbild
neglect ?

Nguyet: / uent to eu€rri?rg classes for aocational edtcotiorT. He uas
uery jea/ous. He bas insulted me and spread rumors about ,ne lo
my fiends, He says I was with otber merl, . I ilsist on an in-
uesrigatiorr. Go to m! school. It's called "Tay Son" and clteck to
see if I uas tbere. . . It's my igbt to baae friexds ond Bo to
classes. . . . He said be woald taAe care of our daagbter ubile I
was in class, bat then be left ber eloae. Sometimes be wou/d agree
with m1 complaints and criticisms of bim, bat he alwels bebaaes
dtf/erentQ and never p/ts promises into practice.

Invesrigator: Mr. Hug bow do yoa respond to wbat yurwi/e says?

Hung: Sbe wos loo yolng wben we got manied-seuente3.n teors
i/d. . . . Sbe's fchle. I'ue been more steadl. Becatse of her rela'
tions witb otber stude s, sbe bas lost i erest in me. . Tbey
haae made ber extrtuaqant . .

Inyestigator: Yoar wtfe uanls a diuorce becatse she bas no /oue for
you, How do you resPotd?

Hung: Orlr pareflts agreed lo our maniage lt is ber faalt tbat tbere is
no bappiness itt ourfamifu. . . I neuer forced marriage . .

Investigator: Bat bou can yt liw togetber if sbe doesn't uant to?

Vbat is lour real motil)e for s4lin8lort udflt reconcilialiort ?

Hung: I thinA it is Possible.
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lud.ge : And wbat about tbe ebild?
Hurg I irsist or haaing my cbild witlt me. My motber atd sister uill

belp.
Defense Attorney: Yot want recoxciliation and tbe cbild, Is it true? Do

yor want reconciliation because yot lore lorr wife or becotse lo/
want to ,naiT2tain !o/r cbild?

Hung: For tle saAe of the child, I uant recorciliation. . . .

Investigator: Ngxyet, bow do yoa respond to tbe neigbbors' reports of
loar /lirtatiols ?

Nguyet: . . . Tbel are mistaken. I baae many mer friexds, brt tbey are
not m1 lovers. . . . also, my hasbazd's lamily made life so
miserable /or me, tbat I lihed to be sway witb fiends.

Investigator: There mal bare been some flirtation. Bat ue baae
abolisbed feudalism ard it is fina for lor to baw male friends.

After nearly an hour of tcstimony, the defense attorney spokc on bchalf
of Nguyet:

[)on', corlsider me sabjactiu becazse I am ,t uontt, a/so. I'm
defenditg ber becaase of ,be prirciples inuolled, not becarse of
ber sex.... Ngrqer certai l bas faalts.... But lbere is a
strong ideological conflict in lbis re/ationsbip. . . . Once ie even
got ltis brotlter to bold lter doun ubile be cut bar bair as reuenge

for lter sperdirg lime uitb ber our frierds. Tbat was fetdal-
ism. . . . and tbat is uby sbe bas no feelizg left for bim. . . . Ac'
cordirg to Article 34 of the Maniage ltw, a btsbard ard ufe
m,/st /)aue mullal respect. H€ bas consta*$ uiolated this arlicle,
We must consider tbis case ot tbe basis of ber bappiness atzd tbe
pnnciple of nrdtal s,tpporl arrd resp€cr. . . . ll/e tbitk tbe cbild
sbo d stal uitb tbe molheras sbe reqtests.

Iovestigator: We defeated tbe Francb, liberated tbe Nortb atd restored
p€dc€. Btr remrranls of feudalism remain, especial$ in malters
concenirg matiage and the famiQ. . . . ll/e do otr best ,o pur e
neu lau iRto practice in olr liaes. h tbis case, ue object to tbe
early age of Ngr.ler's maniage, Sbe wanted to annul tbe
maniage, bgt ga?e into b€l porents' presstre to srL, monied.
After some lime, tbe coztradictions betueen tbe cotple itcreased
to tbe poirlt ubere ue uitzess tiis bitter session toda1. People,
euen yotng people, mtst male t/teir our decisions and tol be
bent bl fami$ pressure. . . .

Thc judges lefr the coun and deliberatcd for lcss than fivc minurcs.
They ruled in favor of thc wifc oo cvery issue. Onc of rhem addresscd
rhe husband:

. . lVe mlst drire auay all ideologl left from feudalism. You
carnot force loar wife to liue witb yt if sie does not wa to. Sbe
also bas tbe rigit to her oun friends. l-acL of lore is tbe basic
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gror.rlds for diuorce. . . . In tbe fznre, Ml Hang, yot mal baae
anotber uife end yoa mrst learn ,o lreal women pmper$. Tle
Matriage lzw says tiat ,ltere mtst be democracy uitbit tle
fami$. Tbe famifi is part of society and /or the sahe of society
tltere msst be mstsal respect at d sypport , , . a/so according to
tlte law, botl parties mts, sbare it tbe ltotseuort. . . . Tbe uifu
bas itsisted ot diaorce, Tbe corple bas maq) conlradictiorrs il
daily life. Tbat is ubl we allow diuorce. . . . Tle cbild slo d stajt
witb Ngtlet becaasa Ngulet bas a better iob atd can taAe care of
ber better. . . .

Both Hung and Nguyct left thc court without looking at cach othcr
again. After rhc proceedings,l askcd thc judges why they allowed the
husband to spcnd so much timc rcpcating his case and why they
thought his accusatioos against his wifc wcrc rclevant. Thcy cxplaincd
that it was important for both parries ro say everything that was on
their minds in order to avoid post-trial bittcrness. They didn't want the
husband to go away grumbling that his side of thc story was not hcard.
It was also imponant for him to say all he wantcd so that thc truth of
thc siruation would comc out. Finally, the judges vicwcd thc trial as
only one step io a long proccss of cducarion that would continuc after
the trial. Most of the spcctators in thc counroom werc fricnds and co-
workers of thc couple. It was their rcsponsibility to continuc Hung's
educatioo-ro teach him how to change his feudal, authoritarian ways.
Hcaring his full tcstimony was neccssary for thar task.

Continuity and revolution in tlre family

In 19J0, somc ICP lcadcrs, anxious to build a socicty frcc from all
"mysrical ties," pushed for the adoption of the slogan of Tam Vo or
"The Threc No's": No rcligion, no family, no fatherland. Thc slogan
never becamc popular with thc Vietnamcse pcoplc. Thc ICP soon
droppcd it bccause it ncithcr reflccted the aspirations of the pcoplc nor
did it help to funher the strugglc agaiost French colonialism and
fcudalism. [24] Family relations havc always bcco rhc center of thc
livcs ofpcoplc in Vict Nam. A leader ofthc !0omcn's Union uscd thcsc
words to describe peoplc's fcclings about thc family:
To tbe Vietnamese people, lbe relatiol il tbe family bas alwals been
sacred and aery close. f21l
Proverbs and folksoogs, still repeated afrer centurics by most Victnam-
ese people, exprcss rhc pcrmancocc and imponancc-borh posirivc
and negativc-of thc family. The provcrb gocs:

Mal bas parerrts arrd grandparents,
jtst as d lree bes its trurrA and
a river las irs sotrce.
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The folksong goes:

. . , Ar snmaryied womat canrot be/p br.t fl.n around
wonied and insecare.

Sisters, it is miserable tot to baue a husband. 126l

Ho Chi Minh gavc a talk to lcadcrs at a mcctiog dcbating the Draft
I-aw on Marriage and thc Family io 19r9-a year bcfore thc law was
passed. His talk shows how the political leadership of thc DRV trics to
combine Vietnamese family traditions wirh ocw ootions about equality
within the family-and even new implicarions for a revolurionary rc-
definitioo of family life:

Tbere are people ubo thinl tbat as a bachelor I maj ,ro, boae a perfect
hnouledge of tbis qt/estiot. Tborgb I baae to family of m1 own, yt I
baue a uery big fami$-tbe workirg class ,broagho tlle uorld and tle
Vietnamese people. From tbat broad fami/1 I can iudge attd imagine
lie small ote. . . . b is correc, lo ,ake a Aeen inlerest in tbe /ami$:
manl families constitale the sociery. A good society makes a good

familjl and uice aersa. Tbe core of soci€r, is tbe famtfi, It is precisellt
to build rp socidtism tbat dte atterrtion mtst be paid to tbis core.

"Liuitg in corcord, husband and uift may emp1) the East Sea, "
the proverb runs. To anjoy concord in matrimonial lrfe, ,vltiage mlst
be based on getuine lote. . . . T/te ltw oz Mariage aims at erndrrcipat-
,r1g uotnen, tlat is, at freeing balf of sociery. 'fbe emancipation of
uom€n ,rrt/st be catried ott simaltaneoasll uitb tbe exrtpation of
feadat ard botrgeois tbinhirg ir men. . . . lzTl

Hcre hc assumcs that families which kecp the woman subordinatc
ro rhe man are the oorm only in feudal and capitalist socictics. The
patriarchal family was !hc corncrstonc offcudalism in Viet Nam. Undcr
capitalism, employers profit from keeping women trapped in a cyclc of
marital dependcncy-leaving husbands with more power and forcing
wives to work for little or no pay. Under socialism, thc goal is to climi-
oare all social inequalitics. Socialist cooditions make it possiblc for
women and men to come rogerher as companions-cach maintaining
their independence, strength and commirmenr to building a rcvolu'
tionary society. General Giap remembcrcd that Ho Chi Minh ofren re-
peated:

Tbe Partl is tbe famil of commanist militants. l28l
He meant thar the ICP showed great conccro for the living and working
conditions of all its members.

ln pracrice, whilc thc importance of family lifc has rcmained the
same , the nature of family lifc has changed. A popular song in rhc DRV
begins ro explain these changes. It dcscribes rhc inirial surprisc and
then pride of a husband who rcturns from the front to find hrs wife is
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chairperson of the village adminisrrative commircc. Tht foundattons
for equality within the family are strong in rhe DRV: economic equality
or probability that the woman may earn more , polirical cqualiry, and
social recognition ofwomen's strengrh and importancc irr the society at
large.

The media repeatedly encourage family separariorts and thc
"Three Postponemenrs" thal are neccssary to serve thc war cffort.
The "Three Postponements" suggesr that ifa couplc falls in lovc, thcy
should postpooe eogagement; if rhey're engaged, thcy should post-
pone marriage; and if they're married, rhey should posrpone having
children. The ideal is for lovers to be celibate and faithful. Thc way this
ideal differs from tradition is rhat rhere is no double staodard-mcn
and women are e qually commirted ro practicing thc ide al. Vomcn and
men, when rhey are separatcd, wear aluminum "fidelity riogs" madc
from downed U.S. bomber planes.

An ediror of the rVomcn's Uoion weckly magazine , Pfu Nv, told
me thar it is rbcir cditorial policy to cncouragc women's independence.

In "A Heart to Heart Talh"-one o/ orlr ,rlost popllar colamns-ue
trge jorarzg uon|€r, to postpone romatc€. ll/ben a womal is in ber
tuezties, we trge ber to corrcettrote ol leening a profassior-that is
tbe nosl irnportant thing. Sbe needs hnouledge to be "master of lter
self, tbe society and tbe natiott," as Le Duan sa1s. . . . Euel ifa woman
is tbny and she wites for advice because she bas to fiattce, ue trge
ber not to feel pressared. Sbe'll baue plenry of time to choose a good
on€.

All of the single womcn I met in Viet Nam were surc they would
marry some day. But fcw secmcd preoccupicd with romancc and nonc
secmed anxious to marry soon. Married women wcre not preoccupied
with their husbands. Tuyeo was accusromcd to being scparated from
her husband for long periods of time. But shc could nor cooccivc of
beiog unmarried:
It's on/l naural to marry. If a uomar doesn't mae, someone sbe lotes
soon-i, uill be later, Eueryone here wor€s for a commoz cause, so it's
easl to fall in loue. . . I got matried il ,he liberated zones in d
col/ectiue cererno?ry uitb tbree otber couples, It was September 2,
Independence Da1, in 1953. After tbe leader of otr gmup pronoalced
,.s mani€d atd cotgral aled rc, be remizded as ,o ,rraintain oar
dedication to tbe rerolution. Tbree dals later our political responsibili-
ties sent m1 lusbard and me il different direclions.

Bur certaio differences bctween rhc responsibilirics of husbaods
and wives remain which may make it more difficuk for women ro
maintain their independence and eliminare men's privilege. Ir is
Vomen's Union policy that men should share housework and child care
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but the policy is not consistcntly urged in all North Vietnamese media.
Le Duan reaffirmed in a recent speech that:

In bringing ap e cbild, tbe role offatber is less itflporta.nt tban tbat of
tbe motber. l29l
Therefore, men go to the fronr to fight. In some articles, rraditional
images of women as housewives remain. For examplc, io an article
emphasizing the military imponance and hcroism of fifteen womcn
who do rhe dangcrous work of defusing bombs, thc author applauded
one woman who "picks up and saves every bir of wire, nut and bolt she

comes across, like a good houscwife." [30] It is essential for everyonc,
not just housewives, to practice thriftiness in prc-industrial socieries.

Centurics of polygamy, arrangcd marriagcs, Confucianism and
Buddhism have had a profound cffect on images of women and the
meaning of sexuality in Vict Nam. For cxample, whcn parents
arranged nearly all marriages, mcn did not have to "win a wife" to en-
hance their egos. Pressurc ro trcat women as sex objects was allcviated
by the facr that parenrs' wishes prevailed over sons' desires. Today, as
in the past, peasant familics lrving in one-room huts cannot mystify
sexual relarions. Physical intimacy has a different connoratioo in Viet
Nam rhan in thc Uoited Starcs. !(/csrern visirors invariably remark

I
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about women holding hands, hugging and fondling each other in public
with no sclf-consciousness. On the othcr hand, thcrc scems to be no
public cooccrn for scxual rclatioos or sexiness.

Thc Vietoamesc cxpcricncc with "scxual freedom" Western stylc
has mcant the degradation of womco and men that thcy uscd to wit-
ness in Saigon brothels and bars. But in revolutionary Viet Nam-
North and South-there seems ro bc no public discussion of scxuality
or women's altcroativcs to monogamous heterosexuality-having
more than onc lovcr, biscxuality or lcsbianism.

ln rhe U.S., groups within thc womcn's movcmcnt havc insisted
thar these options bc available. These women have begun to analyze
the relationship bctween capitalism, thc patriarchal family arid sexual
repression. Requirements rhar womcn bc virgins bcfore marriage aod
that womcn's sexualiry scrve men, are part of the sysrem of incquality
where women arc the propcrry of men. This analysis bcgios from
womeo's cxpericncc living in the !(/est and struggling against an ad-
vanced capitalisr systcm. Bur the goal of abolishing scxual rcpression
should not bc rigidly applicd as the criterion for evaluating thc prog-
ress ofVietnamese women towards libcration.

New images of love

Vomen in thc DRV are nor trearcd as sex objects. A wcll-knowo
malc poet explaiocd,

Earlier ue urote poetry obott loving beauifal girls uho liaed it well.
tended rooms. In 195i, for tbe frst time, I urote aboa, an old
woman. l)ll
The mcdia contain norhing that mighr suggest thar womcn's problems
come from being "ugly, smclly, pimply or sexually inadcquare."
There's oo tracc of the notion that womcn should spend rheir timc
making thcmselvcs physically attractive. Every U.S. woman who has
visited Hanoi has agreed:

The streets feel total/1 safe at an1 botr. Altboagb people star€d at ,?1e

becatse I uas a lYeslenter, rone of tbeir stares bad any sexual or ag-
gressfue corrretr. Ii2l
I remaincd a bit skeptical until aftcr my own visit to Vict Nam, when
our group of six women walked through a crowd of more rhan rwo
hundrcd male soldiers without a hint ofharassment.

Mosr of the women dress alike. Every day rhey wear loose black
pants, a white or sometimcs print blouse, and sandals. Most women
wear their hair long, pinned back with a mctal clasp. Almosr none wear
make-up and few wear jewelry-excepr wedding rings. Vhile some



people cling ro the srandards of beauty which love the small frail
woman, most women aspire ro be strong and robust-ablc to handle an
anri-aircraft gun. The idcal woman in traditional Vicr Nam was one who
excelled in the "Four Virtucs"-each corresponding to ooc of the four
aspecrs of wome n's personality:

In worl, leam to prouide auaiety ofdisies,
atd flasler t/1e drt ofsewitg and embroideing.

Il appearance, Aeep a digufed look,
neilber too striking tor too lax.

In speech, employ polite language.
ln conduct, be bonest and lo1al.

The Viet Nam Vomen's Union has revolutionized the "four vir-
tues." The new ideals arc: (l) to lovc the nation and people; (2) to build
socialism; (3) to prevent disease and maintain a hcalthy cnvironmcnt;
(4) ro find new ways of living that reorganize family affairs to combinc
work, study aod cultural improvemenr.

Vomen io Vier Nam have always cxpressed affection towards each
other freely aod openly. Bur polygamy and economic insecurity kept
some women divided and espccially fostered hostility betwccn
mothers' and daughrers-io-law. A new solidarity among womcn has
growo, created by those who joined rogcther to fight. This solidarity
thrives in the DRV where they havc abolishcd thc institutional sources
of compcrition among women.

Thc solidariry amoog womcn in Vic. Nam is visible and beautiful. I
do not recall sitting among a group of women anywhcre in Vict Nam
whcre they did not have their arms around cach other, somctimes
kissing, somctimcs carcssing, expressing their sistcrly/comradcly
love. I7hile on rhe road with four Victnamcsc women for ten days, I
oever saw any sigo of jcalousy, compctitivcocss or hostility among
thcm. Kindoess among thcm seemed natural, but it was ocvcr takcn
for granted.

The strength ot the solidarity among Victnamese women bccame
especially clcar to me whcn two sisters I was travclling with disagrccd
bcrwecn themselves. They argucd about the best age to tcach a young
woman about her body and reproduction. Onc felt it was a "fcudal
hangover" not to teach a girl cverything about sex beforc shc bcgan
menstruating. Thc possibiliry ofa "child" bcing thoroughly informcd
about scx beforc shc was l7 or l8 was very disrurbing to thc other. Thc
debatc was heatcd. Both womcn had daughters. It was not an abstract
issue for them. Both were adamant, but after somc hours, when it was
obvious they would not convincc each other, thcy shclvcd thc
discussion. Neither had qucstioncd the morality or integriry of hcr
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adyersary. Thcir murual rcspcct staycd strong and, in the days that
followed, I noticed no trace ofgrudge or hostility.

Solidarity and lovc among these pcoplc comes from mutual rc-
spect, concern, and the cxpetience that thcy must identify with each
other and sacrifice for each orhcr in order to survive. Nguyeo Dinh Thi,
writer and polirical leadcr in thc Army, cxplained more about egorism
and people's respect and love for each other:

Manl people ubo bad leaned to read and write as adalts and wbo were
rol well acquainted u,itb foreigt words tbougbt wben tbel beard tbe
term "indiuidualisr" ,ba, i,,neart ''car bal. " Tbel associated tbe rn.
intelligible concept of indiuidralism witb sometbing dargerors, witb
tbe cannibalistic. Tbey tbemselves bad neuer /tad time to feel tnique or
singalar. Tiey sbared work togetber, lited togetber, and since time
imnemoiel bed made common cdr.se against nataral catastmpbe and
errem! ottack. A io1, a sorrou, a diffic ry bad seldom beet
experienced alole. . . .

Descriptions ofloneliness, ofbauing no uo! oat, ofnot belongng,
ofpersotal disappoinrr?t€nl, these molters ore nol releuant. Tbe ques
tion is, rather, "Hou can so and so be belped in bis dfficalt situa
tion?" . . . Tbat there is no feeling of weeiress, thel neuer is tbere a
sign ofdiscotragement, this is because thcrc are so maoy carrying thc
same load. Cozfidence is tlte response to the en€m!'s nibilism.ll/e talA
about bdlding up, not dbout ldjing uaste. . . .

As far as m1, work is concented, I cannol sat tbal it meostres ap lo
the cbaracter ofa uomor I me, rece ll itt a uillage. Sbe bad lost tuo
cbildret in tbe great famine dairg tbe Joponese occapation. When tbe
reaolrtion came, sbe let out or$ oxe sigb. Her otber cltildren foaght
against France; anotber son was Ailled. Sbe bas cbi/dren in the North
and tbe Sottb. Nou ber first grandcbild is at tbe front. She ias raised
cbildren and grazdchildret. She is too old nou to worl in t,be ice
fields, yet she still worhs a! bome, cooAs, tal.es care of tbe smallest
cbildren. Sbe bas n€uer stopped uorAing. Tbese are otr r€4d€ls. W/).tt
cal we giue lbem? Tbel are tbe ones wlo are gi?ing ts srrengtb, I))l

Socializing housework and childcare

As society rakes more responsibiliry for housework and childcare,
the basis for equality within the family bccomes firmer. The process of
socializing housework is well-dcvelopcd in the DRV. Evcry co-op has a
communal dining hall, though any family can volunrarily decide
whether they wanr to eat there or ar home. Most indusrrial units have
communal dining facilities. In the cities, the Vomcn's Union sponsors
communiry servicc teams thar deliver food-both preparcd and uopre-
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pared-to workers' homes. The Vomen's Union tries to distribute
household tasks on a rarional basis by organizing teams of workers,
unablc to perform heavy work, to do sewing and lauodry. They free
women who work in othcr areas from the double burden of work at
home and in the factory.

At the l960 Congrcss ofthe \i(omen's Union, they resolved:

. . . to gradaa/l1 organize boaseuorh so as to belp worten concentrate
a// tbeir time, energl and mind in prodrction and in sociol acriuili€s, sc)

tbat tley may bare time for sttdy and Proper rest. That is orr stard-
poirrt on /be conplete liberetion ofwom€n of tbe uorhirg class. 114)

This Congress launched an inrense campaign to ioduce more women to
use collective housework facilities aod "not ro be enslaved by perry
housework which is tiresome and uoproductive." The 1914 Congress
rcsolved to cxtcnd communiry service teams to each block in rhe city.

More importanr, childcare, which is considered productive, be'
comes a collective responsibiliry:

In transformiag and buildiry neu relations in mariages and in tbe

fami$, we mtst be resohte ir? uiping ou all remnaxts of old ideas atd
habits, in order to b ldfamilies ofa xeu type: denocratic, hannonious
and in which there is mutal respect, mutnal belp ix work, sndy and
pro4ress, and an equal share in fami$ responsibilitl including tbe
bringing ap o/cltildren. l35l
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The Vomen's Union encourages family councils to discuss how house-
hold tasks will be shared among mothers, fathers and children. At thc
1960 Congress, rhe \Vomen's Union affirmed thar childcare sponsored
by communitics working collectively and by the Srare "must fully
satisfy thc requiremeots ofmothers." Le Duan told thc latcst Congrcss
of the Vier Nam lWomen's Uoion:

Il lbe old sociery, giuing birtb to cbildren aad reaing tbem uere coa-
sidered tbe pivate tesAs of eacb motber and each fami$. Tbere/ore,
artorrg tbe oppressed and exploited classes, tbe morb€r had to srifer a
lot as a serT)att and in gi,ing birtb to and reaizg and educating bet
cbildret, Sacb a sittation to longer eisrs lrrd€r ourregime, 136l

Child carc arrangemenrs and schools vary according to rhc ages ol
the children and wherher thcy live in the cities or countryside. During
thc heavy bombing of the cities, all children-excepr for rhose srill
nursing-wcrc cvacuarcd to thc countryside. On the opening day of a
new school, children went off ro school armed with shovels ro help dig
thc sheltcrs. Thcse childreo wore thick srraw coats and hars to protect
them from pellcr bombs. Every school area was criss,crossed with
trcnchcs and shelrers.

Thc State takes responsibility for training and paying teacherr
through its Commitrccs for thc Protcction of Morhcrs and Children
Coopcratives share in the support of rhe teaching staff and school ac.
cording to their ability to pay. Pre-school child care is divided betwcen
centers thar carc for childrcn between 2 months and 3 years and those
thar care for children bctween 3 and 6 years. Mosr of the centers for the
youngcsr childrcn have abour twenty children each.

A Frcnch journalist visited a rypical centcr. He reporred rhar rherc
werc two womcn cspccially rraioed in hygiene care for rhe children.
Thc center is nevcr closed-excepr for the purpose of cleaning two
days a month. Children stay in the center from about 6 a.m. to abour
t:10 p.m. They spcnd mosr of rheir rime playing, earing and slccping.
bur also lcarn a fcw simple exerciscs. One of rhe reachers shows rhe
older childrcn how ro sing and dance. A docror visits rhc center once a
month for a thorough chcck-up of each child and pays brief daily calls
to make sure evcryrhing is OK. Thc children are well-fed. The coopera-
tivc has donated an arca of warer for fish breeding ro rhe child care
centcr and cvery mothcr is cxpccred ro spend one day a month working
at the pond. Therc arc usually abour seven such child care centcrs for
cach co-op. [37]

Other child carc ccntcrs havc thc rcsourccs for kccping childrcn
all thc timc, excepr for weekcnds. At thc onc I visitcd, thcre werc
seveotccn children in thc class-all berwcco the ages of 3 and ,. One
linle gid was eager to have us hcar thc pocm shc iust lcarncd:
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I uat to be a bee,
no, ,o be a bstrer/b,
so tbat I cafl sting
tbe Ameicat aggressors.

In the cities, rhere are centers mecring rhe same needs artached to
diffcrcnt factories. At the March 8 Veaving Mill, for examplc, there is
child care for )00 children. These childrcn are cared for in small groups
during thcir morhers' enrire work shifr plus an additional four hours to
give the mother rime to relax or srudy. [18] In industrial cenrers, rhe
labor unions, as well as thr \Vomeo's Union, have responsibiliry for
making sure child care is adequatc.

The Fourth Congress of thc Vier Nam \Women's Union received a
report ofthe progress in day care. Table 2 summarizes the reports.

TABLE 2

Yeor Rtral sector

L96t

r96t
t972

No. of dal
core ccnlers

tt,567
20,841

23,847

No. of
cbildren

87,0 t 2

t78,O94
j20,r14

No. ofda1
core c€nl€rs

t ,911

2,113

6,960

No. of
cbildren

,6,000
46,o3r

Lot ,667

Children over 6 spend their afternoons in Young Pioncer Centers
or hclping wirh agricultural work. Child carc facilities have expanded
rapidly. In 1965, fifry'rwo per ccnt of the children in the countryside
between the agcs of2 and 7 were in child carc centcrs. By 1969, ninety-
six pcr ccnt were in child care centers. [39] Children betwcen the ages
of 7 and lO artcnd primary school; ages I I through l4 arrcnd sccondary
school; ages l l rhrough l7 may arrend high school; and after 17, many
attcnd a coopcrativc or rrade schoolor rhe University.

Thosc childreo nor io day care cenrcrs-few in the countryside but
nearly fifty per cenr in the cities-are carcd for by oldcr pcople: grand-
parents, unclcs and aunts. Sincc children wcrc cvacuated for loog
periods of time and mosr people in thc DRV are peasants, the country-
sidc got prioriry when scarce child carc rcsources wcre divided.

Thc Victnamesc prcss oftcn has rcponed storics about women
initially ignoring the opportunity to scnd thcir children to child care
ccnters. Their tradiriooal conceprioos of motherhood made them
aoxious that their children would oor gcr rhc propcr care at the ceoters,
or they felr rhar rhey could depend oo grandparents to do the job
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betrer. These reports usually show that the \Women's Union leaders or
Parry members would have to struggle with rhese women-showing
rhe advaoragcs of collective child care. Eventually, mosr Vietnamese
women have become enthusiastic suPPoncrs of the program. Today,
nearly rwo million children are in various kinds of child care programs
in thc DRV.

Education for emancipation

When a reporter visited an agricultural coopelative, a 60-year'old
co-op mcmber emerged from the crowd and spontaneously recited this
verse:

Yes, I used ro be a poor illtterore uofiaa,
Liring a dog's life in tbe darAest of times
Bat nou, thanAs lo lhe Parry, I'ue Anou a new life.
I car read and uite and am no longer blind. l4o)

During Freoch colonial days, 95 per cenr of the Viernamese people
wcrc illirerarc. In rhe whole of Vie t Nam, thcre wcre only 407,000 chil-
drcn in school-of whom only I7 per cent werc female. Only rhree
womcn were knowo to be in universities. Today, rn rhe DRV, there are
4.tt million children in school-about half of them are female . Anorher
million adults participate in compensatory education courses. During
thc 1912-197l school year, 43.5 per ccot of university students were
womcn. l able I summarize s the gains in women's e ducation in the
DRV. 14 I l

Tr\BI-FI ,l

'l1pe o/educatiol

Studcnts in primary and secondary school

Srudcnrs in technical schools,
colleges and universities

'fcachcrs in general education

Womcn teachiog io technical schools,
colleges and universities

Wume n administraring and directing
gcncral education

No. of wctmen
it all Viet Nam

t946

r)8,366

in DRV
197 I

2,t18,28)

47 .620

66.269

I ,900

4,067

1

1,468

0

j
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The pace of educarion expaosion for women continues to
actelerate. By 19t8, illiteracy was eliminated in the DRV. A woman
chcmistry professor, the diughter of a wcalthy Southero family,
explained that when she chose to study chemisrry, she was rhe only
woman from Vier Nam ar the Sorbonne. When she began reaching
chemistry years larer at Hanoi University, there was one woman in her
class. Now, halfofthe seats in her classes are filled by womcn. [42]
Thcre's a kind of aftirmative action policy that favors women and
narional minorities for university admission. A repon of rhc Fourth
Congress ofthe Vict Nam Vomen's Union showcd that between l96t
and 1972, rhe numbcr of women graduatcs from univcrsirics and
colleges grew from 2,117 ro 16,947. In thc same seven ycars, about
7r,000 women graduarcd from technical school. About rwcnty thrce
pcr cent of all teachers in thc university and professional / tcch'
nical schools are womcn. The percentage of women students in
higher educarion varies from forty to sixty, dcpcnding on the field.

This educarional avalanche-espccially during wartime-has'pur
a tremendous srrain on educational resources. Schools are open eigh-
teen hours a day with three shifts per day. Each teacher has responsi-
biliry for two shifts. Undcr thc Frcnch and Thieu regimcs, only thc
rich elite could afford schooliog. Today in thc DRV, people in schools
come from all social classes, but some are giveo exrra advanrages io
testing for college and university admission. Students from poor peas-
ant or working-class familie s or from families who lost me mbe rs during
the war receive special points added to rheir grades on admission
exams. [4j]

Everyone learns math, chemisrry, physics, literature, history,
cooking, painting, carpentry. There's no spccial tracking for boys and
girls. Boys and girls learn to sew in the firsr grade and all childreo in
rhe fifth and sixth grades learn cooking. There may, however, bc somc
inconsistency in rhe application of this policy because ar least one
magazine article on a boarding school was illustrated with photos of
boys doing woodwork and girls doing needlework. [44] Bur educa-
tional films usually emphasize rhemes promoring women's strengrh
and liberation. For example, one movic tbr children, "Meo Vang,"
ponrays the problems of a female car who spends her time frivolously
primping, bur learns she must work seriously if she is to survive. A
popular film shown ro older students, "The lTth Parallel," rells the
story ofa South Vietoamese couple who are separated by the war. The
husband goes North while the wife stays in the South aod becomes a
milirary hero.

The Ministry of Education has made a concerted effort to "Viet-
oamize " education, eliminaring French rexts and colonial and feudal
approaches to education.
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Ho Chi Minh's five prin'
ciples ofeducation:

o Loue tbe counlry and
your corflPatiots.
Hate tie aggressor.

. Corlstailt irnproae
uorA atd study.

. Stretgtbet sniry and
obserue discipliae.

. Practice hlgrere,
t Be modest, /ranl and

co ar,tge o ts .

All schools rry ro practice the motto:

Combine insntciott tuitb worb-tbeory witb practice. l47l
Younger children, as well as older ones, spend a lot of time in produc'
tive work. They participate in campaigns to glean rice, keep parhs
clean and other needed tasks. Under thc slogan "A kilo of pests equals
a Yankee's hcad," thousands of childrcn worked to removc a kilo of
insecrs each from food plaots.

An official at the Mioistry of Education cxplaincd why studcnts
continue doing manualwork, cven whilc they arc in thc univcrsity:

Oar edycation is nol a pirilege for tbe icb. Our students don't stud!
itreleuant tbirgs, but ratber deuelop needed sAills in scierce,
tecblologl, art and literature. Eacb sraderr, spetds one mo b e lear
cotstructirrg scboo/s, anolber no*b working it a factory or agic -

tural co-op, and a third montb doing practical work h ler specialized
feld. bt tbeir lest years of sttdy, tbel spend all their time auay from
tbe classroom in the feld. lYhen stadctts live ald wor€ arrrorrg tb€
people, tbq anderstand tbe naeds of tbe people, learz from tbe
peopla, and improue tbeir politicat consciossness.
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Hc also talked about the rclations bctween students and teachcrs:

Tbel are relatiotts auong comrades. Tbel wo* togetier in tie class'
room or in tbe factory. It is tbe teacber's respotibility to giue tbe
sndents lnowledge atd ltelp in tbeir collectire life, Otce a montlt
sttdents n ee, to e?alsat€ tbe teacber's uorA and belp ber impmu.
We don't baue a problem witb autboitaianism becarse uber il
dppe4rs, u€ citicize it at orrce. Teacbers are integrated witlt tie
commtnisl at euery lerel,

Health

ln the DRV all health care is free and the revolution has given spe-
cial priority to womcn's health. Vhile exPcft surgeons io Saigon got
rich by performing cosmetic surgery, health workcrs in the North have
eliminatcd vcnereal disease. They havc reduccd the infanr mortality
rare, which was 40 per ceot in 1941, to 1.2 Per cent in 1972.146lPham
Van Dong, Prcmier of the DRV, dramatized thc imponance placed on
women's hcalth by fouoding thc Institute for the Protection of Mothers
and Childrcn. This Institute and rclated laws protect women by frceing
thcm from ccnturies of pulling rhe plow and from giving birth in fields
and at machines in factories. The Instirutc is thc national research
ccntcr and hospital which specializes in treating the mosr complicated
gynccological and obsterical cascs.

In 1945, the 300 hospital beds for maternity care that existed in all
of Viet Nam were reserved for rhc elite. Now, almost every village has
its own maternity and gynecology clinic. In 194), rwo out of every five
women died in childbirth. Today, rhe marernal mortality rate has
dropped to lcss than ooe Per cent. [47] All womcn get two months paid
matcrnity leave before and aftcr childbinh and special mear and milk
allowances while prcgnant and nursing.

Victnarnese hcalth workers cmphasizc preventive health care-
conccntrating on educating as many people as possible io mainraining
good health. No doctors makc a profit by maiotaining the state of
medical ignoraoce. The popularion is now torally immunized against
malaria, cholera, TB, and orher discascs that used to claim the lives of
thousands. The same Iaw of 1967 that provides for women's advance'
mcnt in factorics and co-ops, also makcs provisions for regular gyneco'
logical chcck-ups for womcn workcrs by doctors who are on duty in
work centers.

Onc woman from the U.S. who visitcd Hanoi had a chance to com'
parc Vicrnamese and U.S. attitudes toward gynccological problems.
During hcr rour, she had severe meostrual cramps. Her guides insistcd
on takiog her to the hospital. Thc hospiral had modern x-ray equip'

lVomcr in a Socialist Socicq 2tt



2t4

mcnt, bur no flush roilers. They rook an x-ray ro make sure her IUD was
nor causing the problem. To prevenr infection, they gave her viramin
C, iron pills and antibiotics. A nurse bathed her before the docror gave
her a pelvic exam, which she said was very genrle. All this was stan-
dard procedure. They told her rhar if rhey decided to remove her IUD,
she would have to follow the usual practice of remaining io the hospital
for two days to make surc rhere were no complications. She also
lcarned that acupuncture is uscd ro regularize mensrruarion and elimi-
natc cramps. There was no hint of contempr for women's bodies rhar
one finds among gynecologisrs herc.

The seriousness with which women are treated comes from the
high value rhe Vietnamese place on every human life-especially on
thc lives of women, the producers of new generations. Vieroamese
traditions and a new revolurionary oprimism about rhe future, com-
bincd wirh the effeos of U.S. geoocidal policy, make childbirth a cele-
brared event. A docror from the Institute for rhe Prorecrion of Morhers
and Children recently told a visiror rhat family planning wasn'r verv
popular in rhe spring of 1973 because evcryone wanred to celebrare rhc
signing of rhe Paris Peacc Agreemenr with the birth of a child. Bur
Ie aders of the Women's Union insisr rhar "family planning is a musr"
to insure the healrh of womeo and children, and give women time for
study, rest and amusemeor. [48]

The lnstitute dispenses binh control pills to women io the ciries,
and, assuming rhere are no mcdical complicarions, they distribute
IUD's in the countryside. They are conrinuing experimenrarion ro per-
fect thc use of a regional plant, rcportedly used by Meo tribes, ro
induce abortioo or temporary srerility. The Vomeo's Union has a
spccial committee to disseminate birth control information ro both
women and men. They organizc study groups only for married women,
bur pamphlets, photo displays and magazine articles are available to
evcryone.

During the "Three Posrponemenrs" campaign everyone was
encouraged to use birth conrrol. Now two children is considered the
ideal family size and birth conrol is considered a collecrive social re-
sponsibiliry. Trade unions, for example , impose moral sancions oo
mcn who violate agreed-upon plans ro limit family size. Some men usc
condoms and a small minority in the cirics have had vasecromies.

Abortions are available frce of charge to any woman who wanrs
one. But rhe Vietnamese prefer thar the decision for a woman to have
an aborrion be a careful ooe arrived ar by both husband and wife. Very
few women who are not married become pregoaot and there is no
public discussron of rhis srruatic,n.

The tragedy of Doctor Ngo Thi Ngoc Trung summarizes rhe major
health problem of Vietnamese womcn more dramatically than staris.



rics. Afrer her father died of malnutrition io 1946 in thc Sourh, shc and

her mother went North. There shc became an outstanding student and
was the first woman doctor ro specialize in x'ray work in the DRV. She

was 23 years old when she was killcd by a bomb dropped on Bach Mai
hospital during the Christmas BombinC, 1972. 149)

The war has created ncw heakh problems-oever before experi'
enced on such a massive scale in medical history any"where. Living for
months in underground bomb shelrers-never being cxposed to suo'
lighr-deprives humans of essential viramins. A varietyof new nervous
dGeases Laue appearcd sincc the war. The Institute for Protection of
Morhers aod Children issued a spccial plea to women's organizations,
individuals and mothcrs all ovcr thc wodd to help heal the wounds
creatcd by U.S. genocidal policies.

Continuing struggle

Bui Thi Cam, a leader of rhe Vict Nam \$7omen's Union, recently
rold an American woman in Hanoi,

We baae equalitl, b l ue are not let equal, 150)

Although women have made fantastic gains in the revolution, they
,aaognira rhat many problems remain to be overcome. For example ,

rheii goal is to have women hold morc than thrce per cent of the places

on rhi Central Committee of the Lao Dong Party They'rc working for
more women ro be in higher-level leadership positions cverywhere.

Ar rhe 1974 Vomen's Union Congress, the Cenrral Executive
Committee of the Union drew the delegates' attention to additional
problems for the women's movement. Here are highlighrs from rhar

Report:

Owing lo lbe irflaence of tbe old regine and of tbe atrociotrs udr, lo
tbe fict that our worA of educatiox atd trainittg has been teitber a//'
rottnd nor systenatic, and to tbe still itadequate efforts of the women
lbenselues, lheir sense of being coltectiue master bas not been lrul1
bisb,,.- Wotner still saffer from inadeqaate liuixg atd worling conditions.
. . . Tbe birth rore is too bigb. Tbis bas a bad itfluenc€ on uomen's
bealtb, lt/e and famiQ bappir,ess and bampers their progress in a//

fields.- 
Tbe lau on marriage and the family is still being infrixged. ln

sotte tlstances, violations of tbe democratic igbts and fami$ bappi'
nessof women bat e not been dull sanctioted in time. . lln o*linittg
their iasAs tbe Ution laler resolued:) Tbe llnion sbosld edacale aid
perstade eueryone to respect the /aw ot maniage and tbe fami$ so as
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to inuolve tbe wltole society ir opposing ard criticizing olations of this
law..,.

The organization, leadersiip aad gridance b1 tbe Union 4t llious
leuels baoe not kepl pace witb the grouittg uorTret's ,noler?renl.
Tbe orgazization, leadership and gaidance b1 tbe Union auhoilies al
vaiots leuels still bear a bareaucraric cbaracter and fail to falll relate
to tbe feelirgs and aspirations of tbe masses of women. . . Coordita'
tion still lacAs a corrsisten, otd conslarr, cborocler, , , .

The uomen's tno?ement bas made mach progress, but tbe
macbinery oftbe lhion and its cadres is rtol yet equal to tbeir tasAs. Its
exectrite commirtees ot voioas /etels cauot yl c/aim to be truly
representatiue of the broad masses of women engaged in productioz
work azd combat actiuities ir euery feld. . . .

We must uorA oat policies and adopt weaslr€s ubicb atlou tbem

lcadresl to attendfill-time residential trainizg cotrses. . . . TbeT mtst
be f ly conscious of their responsibilit1 louards tbe cause ofuomen s

emancipation, stil,€ ,o orercome all obstacles, ceaselessll seek to
raise their standards, be modest and lean fron tbe masses. . . . [) l ]

After exploring these and orher problcms, rhe delcgates discussed
many ways to resolve them. Thcy agreed:

To strexgtben tlte organizatiot from top to bottort, so tbe Uxiot uill be
able to h.nou.t tbe wisbes atd opilions of its members . . . a giutt policy
sbo d aluays be accompanied by measares for organizing and
gddance to Eel il carried oat. , . .

In this book, we have notcd insrances o[ inconsistent application of
policies favoring women's emancipation. As thc process and strugglc
conrinues, we assume that implcmcntarion of these policics will be

srronger and more cffective. Meanwhile, some men continue to hold
conrcmpruous attitudes toward women. Others, while they respect
women, don't fully accept them as cquals. Somc makc iokes about men
being hcn-pccked or afraid of women since womcn have become

fighters. The writer, Cam Thanh, told me she made a spccch to thc
National Congrcss ofthe Writers' Union cxposing thcsc problcms:

In Dorg ltc Distict, fol example, wbere nearfi all political leaders are
women, men joAed: "fie frogs jrmp ard sit on tl'e ahar. " Bst tial uas
much aore common in the sixties t/tat il is iou.

Nguycn Thi Thap, past Presidcnt of the !?omcn's Union, also
wrote abour rhe problcm of some womcn not undcrstanding how best

to dcfend their own rights:

Tbey tbi worvet's role is to looA after the cbildren azd work in tbe
hitcben. Tbel adaocate,ba, uotven sbo d not be politieatfi intolted,
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since 1>olitics is a man's task. . , . Obaiousl-r- sucb a uiew/loint i.r com-

fletely wrong. Euery big or sma// qre.slion re/ated to tbe inreres/ of t/)e
cld.ts and nalion is direct$ or indirectly re/aled to uoflev's inter.
ests. Itz)

Uneveo progress dramarizes thc long road the Vietnamcse
pe ople -e spe cially the women-have traveled. It also gives us a sensc
ofrhe texture ofthe continuing srruggle ahead. For example , in Quang
Binh Province, just north ofthe ITth parallcl, 460,000 people survived
the daily bombing by relocatiog their homcs and work in an elaborate
network of caves and tunnels. Aftcr six years of life underground,
villagers are relieved to be breathing fresh air again in their oew
rhatched homes. The leaders of rhe rVomen's Union in that province
are p3oud of their members' anti-airclaft record. They responded,
"Never, " when I asked them if womcn would return to being house-
wives now rhat there was peace. Nevertheless, a few minutes later, one
said,

Girls in secondary scltool do uorse tbsn bols becarse they're more
inlerested in /ore. I/'s natzra/.

Another disagreed and poinred our rhar rhis s,as a "feudal atritude
rowards women." The others weren't sure.

ln Hanoi, on the other hand, cditors of the Vomeo's Union maga-
zine have launched an "offensive" against feudal underestimations of
women's capacity. They have devoted entire issues to publicizing the
achievements of women students. Thcir articles also urge that mcn
sharc the housework on an equal basis in order to eliminate womeo's
disadvantage in studying.

Nationally, the post-war Thrcc Responsibilities Movemcnt gives
the struggle for women's liberation addcd prominence. Vhile Viet-
namese women fight for full equaliry, they afiirm women's special
qualities and responsibilities. Vo Thi The, member of the Cenrral
Executive Committee of the Viet Nam Vomcn's Union, told me :

We are oery protd of uomez's special sensibilities: patienc€, tender.
ness, patTiotisrn, lote of fami$ ard faitbfilness. IVitb tbese feelixgs,
we baue a parlicu/ar contib ion ,o make lo lhe reao/ation. Orr specia/
role is clear in tbe neu Tbree Respotsibilities Moaement wbicb
organizes all uomen to worA actiue$ in (1) political atd ecotonic hfe
(2) h tbe familjt and (j) ir tbe straggle for eqaality between men and
uorn€n,

Yet some questions of women's liberation in the DRV have yet to
be considered. There is no public discussion of alternatives to mar-
riage, even though both married and siogle women are economically
independenr and secure. Vhilc ir's clear that they plan to expand rhc

2lu



numbcr of child care cent€rs, there don't seem to be any plans for men
to take responsibility for running the centers. This may change: the
Viernamese conception of women's emancipation is an evolving one-
neirher abstracr, nor fixed. It reflects their rcsources, needs, experi-
enccs and strugglcs.

The Vietnamese have no fixed conception of human nature. Thcir
experience with defeating the U.S. invasion has givcn thcm infinite
confidcncc in peoplc's abiliry to change. Although womeo still fulfill
thc traditional tasks of mothers, wives and daughtcrs, thc mcaning of
these tasks has changed. Competition and insecurity in all social rela-
tions havc ncady disappcared. The progress already made, combined
with mutual support, cooperation and uniry arc firm foundations for
continuing the progress towards women's liberation.
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of Saigon. Thc posrer rcads : "Nothing is morc prccious rhan
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None of tbe uonen are prepared to yield uhat tbey baue gained from
tbe reoolation, neitber tbe uomet wbo haoe chosen fudependent
careers after being freed from concubinage, nor the girls at scbool dis-
cussing equal igbtt 

-rom Tbttnb, uomqn uiter in Hanoi

The great majority of womcn have participated in rhe rcvolutiooary
strugglcs in both Northern and Southem parts of Vict Nam bccausc
thc/ saw that rhcir own survival and liberation depended on gaining
two goals: rhe expulsion ofthe U.S. invadcrs from the Sourh and build-
ing socialism in thc North. Thc Victnamese pcoplc woo complete
indepcndcncc on April 30, 197i. It was what thcy had been fighting for
sincc 1941. Now there is pcacc. Thc people turo towards rebuilding
thcir war-torn country; expanding thc revolutionary changes begun
duriog the libcration wars; and working for the reunification of the
North and South.

Vietnamese womcn have movcd closer to their emancipation than
women anywhere elsc on rhe planet because of a parricular combina-
tion of circumstances: their history and their tradirions of endurance
and strugglc; rhe political commirment of revolurionary organization
and Ieadership to women's emancipation; rhe unity and organization of
rhe womcn themselvcsi and mosr important, womeo's extraordinary
participarioo in producrion and political and military aoion in the long
war for national liberation.

Vomen's Union leaders explain the strength of their movement io
these terms:

Tlte stronglold of onnvoteflrent is ,ie ,?ros, oppressed azd exploited
ubo baae a rery deep batred of tbe eneml and a frm stand h tbe
sttwggle, Tbey neuer sarrender. . , . We baue a firzz organizetion be-
catse ue are based iz tba mair forces: tbe peasafis dttd tbe uorAers.-
tbe etemy co d neu€r suppress otr motemant becarlse ue are tolalljt
irrtegrated uitb tbe peoPle.

Once the idcal Vietnamcse woman was passive, frail and obedient.
Now popular songs praise women's many-sided strengrhs. This soog is
callcd:

TIYO SISTERS

Ba is a guerilla in Tra Virb, doun Souh
And Hai a ice grouer iz Tbai Binb, up Nortb;
Tuo sislers on tuo fiont lines bat sbouitg lhe slrte rrtes
Heroism, da u n tle s sness, lolal 11 and re soarcefulne s s.
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A woman who was a studcnt activist against thc Thieu regimc took
ao idca from an old folk talc to givc new meaning to rraditional
conceptions of womanhood:

People tswlfu call xs tbefair sex and conpare ourfeebleness /o uater.
Doi't take offense too ear$. Wbo sals the ualer is ueah. It is at bonor

/or rs to be lihened lct uater, for uater corodes sloie in ,he lonq run
and puts out fires. We uomen roo, despile oar frail appearance, are
endoued u,itb saPerlalr,tral sl/enEi). ll)

Bur wc don't want to conclude that the Vietnamese experience is

unique-that their culrurc and hisrory has made them some kind of
"superwomen," not to bc found elsewherc. Each aspecr of tradirional
sociity and culture has its positive and oegative sides. Pre'industrial
villagers livc in harmony wirh nature, bur when science is nor applied,
women ofien die in childbirth. Buddhism encourages both fatalism and
charity. Confucianism encourages both obcdience and faith in people's
essential goodness. Nothing is given. Each step toward liberation has

been a srrcnuous battle that requires conscious decision, detcrminarion
and unity.

Doan Thi Thanh is one womao who has participated in this bartle
and gained new strength and indepeodence from it. She is a peasant. A
citizin of the DRV. Ninereen years old. Not married. She works in the
ficlds with a producrion tcam from dawo to t:OO p.m., with rwo and one
half hours offat midday. Thc team mccts twice monthly to discuss its
problcms. Shc also mcets rcgularly with a youth organization and a
militia group. Thc militia group, all young womco, traio wcckly at the
firing range, lcarn to lay mines and throw grenadcs. Shc also has time
for reading and cultural activitics. She has two scts of clothing: one for
work and one for othcr occasions. She cats three full mcals a day, with
fish rwo or three times a wcck and meat two or three times a month.

Beforc rhe revolurion, she might have been sold as a concubine to
a wealthy landlord in order to buy food to fced her starving brorhers.
She contrasrs the past with today:

We are beld in bigher esleem today, for we hate acbieued good res ts

-better in some coses than tbe men tbemselues baue acbieted
The r-tld people say, "ln the old days ue bad to depetd on mex Nout
gir/s do euerytbing ,be men ased to do.' ' 12)

Part of the succcss of the !7omen's Union in organizing for
womco's libcration comes from its continuity. Leaders-many of whom
are womcn in thcir fiftics and sixtics-havc cxpericncc that sPans two

rcvolutions. The strcngth and confidcncc of older womeo in Vict Nam
is onc of the most dramatic cxprcssions of womcn's cmancipatioo, as

well as a vision ofthc potcntial for womeo cverywhere.
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When the shooting stops

Even before rhe 1975 victory Victnamese women challenged pre-
dicrions that when the war was over, womcn would be forccd to return
to their old places. In the DRV, a leader of thc Vomen's Union wrote,
T'he return ofmea from tbe frctnt after tbe restoralion of feace can ia ro
*'a1'cbange u,omen s role ot ao* lll

Thcre are man,v reasons why it secms impossible rhat the ride
rowards women's emancipation could be revcrsed. First, the srruggle
has continued over the lifcspan of more than one generatioo. Changes

initiated in war have had rime to takc lirm root. ln addition, in the
North, women have assumed a maior responsibility for production and
technical innovatioo. As mcn rerurn from thc front, thcy may have to
accept women's leadcrship and learn oew methods of work from
women.

ln thc period of peace between 1954 and 1960 in the DRV, women
marntaioed and expandcd their garns. ri(hen there is peace, valuable
resourccs spenr on defcnsc can go towards expanding child care,
schools and hospirals. During the peace of rhe fifties, womeo partici-
pated cquall,v wirh mcn in rhe tasks of reconstruction and often were
leaders ofproduction reams rhar includcd men and womcn rebuilding
railroads, bridges and hospitals. The U.S. government violates the
Peace Agreement as long as it rcfuses to aid in "healing the
wounds ofwar. " A n e normous job of recon struc tion faces rhe Viernam-
ese people now and therc's no sign rhar women anywhcrc in Vier Nam
expecr ro quir rheir new jobs and go back ro doing only kitchen duty.
Shorrly aficr rhe bombing of rhe North sroppcd, Womer of Viet Nam
magazinc fe ature d ao article called "He aling the Var Vounds. " The
photos used to illustrate the article pictured women building new
apartmenr buildings, filling bomb crarers, repairing dikcs and dams,
and rouroing ro work ar rhe March 8th Texrile Mill, which had jusr
been rcbuilt. [4]

North Vietoamesc women celebratcd the signing of the Peacc
Agreement, not only bccause it forced thc U.S. to stop bombing, but
also becausc peace markcd the beginning of a new stagc of develop-
ment in the DRV which will allow the people to concentrate their
eoergy on building socialism. In outlining their "tasks for the new
srage," rhe t974 Vomcn's Union Congress noted:

Ve uill irleuilabl! baue t<.t bear sctne iturrlediate pitalt<txs tz order to
baue funds fc,r the expqnr^ion ofprodactton ard improuetnent ctf liwng
slandards in a fundamental and lasting ua!. . . . lSpecia[1 attentic'n
sbou/d be.giuen to regions beaui/j, deuastated b1 tlte war and to morn
tain regions. . . . lPioriry also gaes tol taAing care ofwomen metnbers
of/ami/ies u'ith uar tnua/ids, martlrs or soldiers. l1l
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In a speech to the National Assembly, the Dcputy Prime Minister of
the DRV implied thar the fight against patriarchal feudal ideas would
be accelerated:

One ospec! of tbe problem s tbat lbe strrlggl€ against tlte U.S. toot
precedence ouer internal deuelopnent. Tberefore, tborgb tbe people's
consciousness it thot areo was uery bigh, tbeir edacation bas been ne.
glec;ed in ,be nattre of collectiue ownersbip, socialist labor bebauior
ard etbics. . . . h tbe comitg yeors, people must become as aware of
lbe need to build sctcialism as tbel uere of defeatng tbe U,S. in
uaders. 16l

Another Vietnamese leader, rhe direcror of rhe Journalisrs' Asso-
ciation aod also a poet, explained his vision of what Viet Nam's social-
ist society would be like:

Il tbe dctory at Diet Bier Pltu helped as to educare onr younqer
ge neration fctr 2 5 1ears, tbis war will help us edacate for 100 1ears. Otr
bloctd is uery preci<.tts and we don't warrt il wasted, . , .

Ovr dream is lo ttlrn bacAuard, poor Vi€t Nofi inlo an aduanced,
prosperous Viet Nam in tbe shortest time. Tbe problem is to auoid tbe
mistakes of tlte ixdastia/ coulli€s tbat /tave stdrled ,bis proc€ss
before. For example, . . . we do ,2o, uant to rvh tbe air qnd water and
lal.es atd streans . . . ue baoe no plans to build s€lscrapers. . . .

To bald the mateia/ base is irnporratt, b no, lb€ most ir?lpor-
lant tbing. . . . The most long-term, and tbe most frndamertal tbing is
hou, to bald PeoPle, new btman beings. ll is a great preocctpation of
tbe Party and goventmeat here. h tbe fixa/ anausis, ovr Eodl is no,
bou to get refigerators and TV sets. . . . People ltaue muclt grealer
Eoa/s . . . fatare Benelations uill be given large wings lo fl! irrto the
/rtare. Tbese point to a societt wbere there is fio lension, where people
caa ualA lbe street uitbout being ruurdered, wbere re/ations bekueen
people are witb confidence and loue. . . . We can't be impatie or ner-
uoas. Uril1 is tbe le1 to ,be qaestior . . . tbe art of waitixg for eacb
orber. l7)
The long-rangc goal of rhe revolution is a communist sociery where
each contribures according ro her ability and all people have both rheir
material and spiritual oeeds met.

The mosr imporrant guarantee of the conrinuatioo of womeo's
progress towards rotal liberarion is the women the mse lves-wome n
who are strong and well'organized, enjoying a high degrce of unity.
The political awareness of women who have been fighting for genera'
tions is very keen-wherher they be peasants or urban inrellectuals.
Mai Thi Chu. a member of the Central Committee of the National
Liberarion Front of Sourh Viet Nam and also of the Unioo of li(omen for
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the Liberarion of South Viet Nam, spoke for all Vietnamese women
when shc rcported:

At lhe t9()o Congress members of tbe Women's Urion discassed the
inporrdnce of nohing sure tbal women did fal$ bene/it wbet uictory is
euen/aally u,on; and tbe Congress determired to auoid tbe snfollanqre
expeience of A/geian women, ubo belped in tbe fight for indepen-
dence /ntot tbe French but uere anable to acbieue their ou,r, emanctpa
tior. l8l

Reconstruction and Reconciliation

On May 10, 1969, in his last tcstamcnt, Presidcnt Ho Chi Minh
wrote:

Oar mounteins will aluay be,
orr riuers will alway be,
Our people wi// aluay be.
Tbe Ameican inuaders defeated,
ue u.,ill rebuild our lald ten times more beautfil.

The PRG has forced the withdrawal of all U.S. troops and
personnel from South Viet Nam and dismantlcd rhc structure of
Thicu's military dictatorship. On May l!, 1971, fivc women joiocd
othcr narional lcadcrs on the rcviewing stand during thc mammoth
vicrory cclcbrarions in Saigon. Thcy, along with many orhcrs, will lcad
the new campaign to make Ho Chi Minh's prophecy a rcality.

Rcconstruction is a gigantic task. Thc first prioriry is to make sure
the ten million peoplc in newly liberated arcas gcr food and housing-
in rheir home areas if possible. Thcre arc millions of peasants,
uproored and unemploycd by rhe U.S. policy of forced urbanization,
who are now rerurning to the counrrysidc. Thc PRG expected thar it
would takc six months to stabilize and normalize life and rwo years to
takc care ofthc worst war damage done to the pcoplc and land. Three-
quarters of thc land must be rcclaimed; three thousand schools, five
hundrcd hospitals, six hundred churches and pagodas all must be re-
built. Thieu's cconomy was totally dependent on the U.S. Now thc PRG
is trying to makc South Vict Nam self.sufiicicnt and erase the ioflueoce
ofthe dollar.

Thc cntire populatioo: womcn and men; old and young; peasanrs,
workers, intellectuals, merchanrs, and industrialists; vcteran libcra-
tion fighters and cx-ARVI{ soldicrs, arc all occdcd to hcal thc wounds
ofwar. Aftcr rwenry ycars of brainwashing by U.S. psychological war-
farc tcams, thc people will have the oppoftunity to lcarn about the real
accomplishmcnts of the PRG in areas rhar havc bccn liberated for a
long time. Throughout South Vict Nam, the PRG is administcring a
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Spring I97r:!7omcn rcardos,nthc fcnc. surroundinS lhcir villaSc-merliog thc d'f'rr
ofthc U.S. attcmpt to makc t a stratcgic hamlct.

policy of oational reconciliation and concord. It is a policy- which
iocludcs general amncsty for all who scrved the U S. invaders. [t
promorcs the incorPoration ofall Victnamcsc into thc ncw socicty.

Presideot Ford's and Hcnry Kissingcr's predictions of bloodbaths
have been exposcd as slander-last-ditch attempts to justify U S.

aggressioo. Less partisao obscrvers agrce:

It is drffcutt to fnd a parallel in bistory ubere a uictoiols drnt!, at tbe
end ofa biter j0 leor wor, tredt€d its etemy witlt sucb leniencl as bas

beer seen iz Saigon. l9l
All ARVN officers from thc rank oflicutcoant to gencral arc spending a

mooth io PRG re-education ccntcrs. Afrcr learning about thc nature of
U.S. aggression and thc PRG Program, thcy are frce to rcturn home

and parti.ipatc in rcbuilding the country. A national leadcr rold a

rePorter,

As for tbose Dersons who hatte been uorhing with tbe U.S. and Saigon
goiern-enri-we will disarm them, but we uill not lill tbem. We sltall
'iet 

the majoitl of tbem go bacA to theit families. We witl onfi detait a
small numbeiofpeople who baae hilled too ,naflt o/ tb€ir compatiots
We will wait urlil tbe arge" of tbe people cools down, tbex we shall
release tbem also.

N0 Goinq BccA 24t)



He did nor make political agreemeot a condirion for release, but rather
acknowledged:

Tbose wbo collaborated witb tbe enemy ar€rr', goirrg to cbange tbeir
atrirtde ouertiglt. Tbere is ,ro colntry ,r, ,be world tl)at bas ieen tlte
Aind of axti-conmrnist uar uaged by tbe Ameican inpeialists . . . il
euery field: military, political, social, clltxral, ecoxomic, ideological.
Yot conno, uip€ oul tbose inflaences in a small ntmber of lears, Tbe
economic aftermath car be recnfed more qaickl1 tbaz tbose
co seqaerrces.Il0)

More than balf of Thieu's army had rcturncd ro civilian lifc in the
countryside by J uly, l!7J.

Reunification

The Gencva Accords recognize that Vict Nam is one counrry. The
Paris Agreemenr affirms the facr. Ir is the overwhclming desire of the
4J million Vietnamese pcople, North and South, ro cnd the partition of
their country. In 1969, rhe PRG Program stared:

Tbe reunificetion of tbe cotntry will be achieaed step by step b1
peaceful means, throagb disclssion and agreement betueel tbe tuo
zones uttbot! cozstraint from eitber side.

The first srep is accomplished. Post, rclcphooe and road com-
muoication berween the North and Sourh has bcen reopcned for the
first time since 1954. Thousands of families are being rcunited. In
thousands of homes, relatives are appearing on the doorsrep after not
having been heard from for twenry years.

\Vhen Ho Chi Minh first organizcd rhc Indochinese Communist
Parry, he unified revolurionaries throughout Vicr Nam. When he
declared independence from France, he was speaking for all Vier-
namese people . Thar is why people io Vicr Nam rcfer ro Ho Chi Minh
as "our presidenr" regardless of where they live. The final campargn
to liberate the South torally was callcd the Ho Chi Minh Campaign and
Saigon became Ho Chi Minh City because for mosr Vietnamcse , Ho
Chi Minh represents the highesr ideals of sacrificc and parriotism. His
teaching, Notbing is tnore precioas tban indepetdexce and freedom,
became the derermination and will rhat energizcd rhe people to defear
the U.S. invasion.

Ho Chi Minh ended his lasr tesrame nr:

M1 timate wisb is tbat olr entire Partl and people, closefi joinirg
tbeir efforts will build a peacefitl, reumfed, itdependent, democra/u
and prctsperoas V;et Nam and ma6e a uortbj conlibttion to uorld
reoolation.
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Today, PRG and DRV leaders agrce that reunification is certain,
bur they do not predict the exact time. That dcpends oo the will of the
peoplc. The DRV in the North has been building a socialist society for
about rwenry years. ln the South, thc pcoplc have just begun the task
of oational reconstruction after ycars of U.S. occupation and war. They
havc fought a revolution for iodependence and democracy and will not
begin to creare a socialist sociery until it is clear the people demand it.
In the mcantime , the people in the Norrh will do eve rything rhey can to
aid the people of rhe-Sorith in reconstrucrion because they say. "The
North and South are kith and kin." As Viet Nam approaches re'
unificarion. women in the North and South are bound to continue
learning from each other and sharing in each other's achievements

Viet Nam is near

Oo May l7th, 1971, in a lcmer ro the U.S. women's movemenr, the
Vicc President of the Viet Nam Vomen's Union wrote:

. . . Tbis great uictory is inseparable from yur milita* solidairy, as-

sistatce and support as well as tbat ofall women ard peace and jastice'
loving people in lbe world. lYe always remember yar beaattful deeds
atd loftl actiuities tbat fnd fill expressiox ir rallies, demotstrations,
petirions, leaf'lets, cables, letters in proles/ against tbe U.S. aggressiue
uar in Viet Nam in tbe pasl !€ors. Mertion sho d also be made of tbe
mary collectiois condacted ix uaiots forms to srtppor, tbe Vietnamese
people and women. ll/e remember witb deep gratirlde ,our greot,
precioas intenatiorral stpporl. We tbixA tbat otr uictory is also yotrs.
. . . As 1,or lrou, thirty years ofwar caased b1 tbe Frettch colonialists
ard U.S. imperialists hate left as coun ess dfficalties We iope tbat

lot uill coflritte ,o supporr aad help us botb politicalQ and
materialQ. . . . The bappiness of a nrmber of Vietnamese families is
still tanisbed b! tbeir concent for tbe fate oftbose tens of tboasatds of
tlteir relatiues evacuated by force b1 tbe lJ.S. go?elr2ment, ittcluding
cbildren lrom tbree day old to 14 yars old. . . . We now reqlest yo,/
,o raise latr uoice and strong/y demand tbat the Ford Administranon
. . r€tulr, these children to tbeirfamilies in Viet Nam. . . .

May tbe militaxt solidariry and friendsbip between tbe Vietnam'
ese and Americat women be euer greet.

Yotrs sircerel1, Le Tbi Xuler llll

The war in Indochina has broughr lasring changes ro the lives of
women allcver rhe globe. Our brothers, sons, lovers or co-workers are
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no longcr drafred and killed. Bur we are only beginning ro feel rhc
cflfects of rhe war. The U.S. govcrnmenr tricd ro expoir irs control and
its culrure. The people of Vicr Nam rcsisred dominarion. The war
machinc built by five Prcsidcnts has straincd U.S. society to its limits.
Thc war came home as heroin addiction, as Vatergate, as gas shorr-
ages and economic crisis. Thc U.S. cconomy has never been gcared to
mcet pcoplc's oeeds-but military spcnding has meaor thar evcn
fcwcr people can have thcir occds mct. All of us have suffered from thc
brutaliry of the war.

'I he war also comes ht.rmc a. a lesson in the infinite possibilitics of
human rcsistance, change, and bcaury. The pcople of Viet Nam, espc-
cially rhc women, would bc rhe firsr to remind us rhar rhey havc firund
no univcrsal formula for liberarion. No onc srrategy could be applied in
rwo countries whose size, people aod history are so different. \fle have
sccn the many ways that the experience of Vietnamese womcn is not
like our own. Yer the dcmonic sysrcm rhar attempted gcnocidc in Vict
Nam is rcspoosible for thc forced stcrilizatioo of women insidc thc
Unircd States. As they dcfoliated in Viet Nam, they use poisoo pre-
scrvatives hcrc. As they raped there, thcy rape herc. As they tried ro
dominare there, they manipulate here.

Bccausc of the heroism of the Victnamcsc people, that systcm of
dcstruction-U. S. imperialism-is wcaker. When Ford bemoans
"our" loss in Viet Nam, he is actually speaking for a handful of peo-
ple-the one per cent of the U.S. population who owns fifty per cent of
the giant corporations that proiit from war. The victory of the peoplc of
Viet Nam is also the vicory ofthe ovcrwhclming majority of pcople in
thc U.S. Vc strengthen our victory by panicipating in the worldwidc
campaign to help rebuild Viet Nam.

\Ve can be clearer abour who are the cnemies of humaniry. \(e
also havc a vision of potential solutions. While we may not procccd
exactly the same way as the Vietoamcsc, it is preciscly our diffcrcnccs
that cnablc the Vietnamese ro tcach us. As vicrims of U.S. aggression,
rhcy havc scca the worst of our system. Their uncompromising
rcsistancc helps us to sec how thorough our own rcvolution must bc.

As we begin to make changes hcre and our own struggle ad-
vanccs, what we learn from thc Vietnamese will take oo new meaning.
Some thcmes recur: their strcngth, organization and detcrminarion
havc showo that a united people, confident that their cause is just, ccr-
tain of thcir eventual victory, can defeat the most powerful military
machine in the world. Their dctcrmincd trust in people and their ability
to change is an anridote to thc cynicism of our bureaucratic, bloated
sociery. The word "liberatioo" had a differcnr meaning before we
began ro hcar of the National Libcrarion Froot. As women, wc've
learncd that our own libcration is not ao isolatcd process, but inter-



wovco into the fabric ofpeople's strugglcs everywhere. rWe can share
cxpcrienccs with women in Vict Nam; Iearn from and apply examples
ofunity; fcel surc that we will grow and bccomc stronger.
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Victnamcsc pcriodicals: ll/oaea of Viet Nam, a guatrctly published by Vict
Nam !(/omen's Union. Viet Nam (pictorial), a moorhly. Sodb Viet Nam n
Srraggle lweekly organ of NLF). Viet Nam Couier (used to be weekly and
is oow monrhly). Viet Nam Yoltb. Vietzamese Trade Uzrbzs. All ofthcsc
can be ordered through China Books. (Addrcss: 2929 24rh Street, San
Francisco, CA 94110.)

!0eathcr Uodergrouod. Praiie Fire, 1914. Chapter Two aoalyzcs Pcoplcs
War io Viit Nam. Origioally publishcd undcrground, but reprinrcd
and availablc from: Prairie FrrcOrgaoiziog Committcc. (Addrcss: PO
Box 411, Timcs Plaza Sration. Brooklyn,N.Y. ll2l7)

Womea, A Joumal of Liberation. Many issues havc carricd articles about thc
inrcrnarional womeo's movement. Sec cspccially: vol- l, #4, Charlotte
Bunch.Veeks, 'Asian Womcn in Revo|,rtion." (Address: 1028 Grccn-
mounr Ave., Baltimore, MD 21218.)

rVomcn s Unions, centers and schools in most cities are sources of invaluablc
information and activity. The Neu l{oman s Sttruiual Catalog, published
by Coward, Mccano & Gcoghcgan (Ncw York, I97l), lisrs the addresscs
ofmany centers io each city.
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Madame Binh officially represents the Provisional Bevolu-
tionary Government of South Viet Nam to the world. Madame
Dinh leads the army that defeated U.S. ground troops in South
Viet Nam. She is also President of the Women's Union for the
Liberation of South Viet Nam. These two women are not tokens.
They emerge from decades of painful struggle to create and
represent a society where women's liberation is more of a
reality than perhaps anywhere else in the world.

This book begins to tell the story of women's liberation in
Viet Nam-both the northern and southern parts. lt starts with
the history of patriarchal oppression dating from pre-colonial
times. lt retells the legends of women generals who fought a
thousand years before Europeans invaded the Americas. lt pre-
sents women's culture and folksongs that challenge the view of
women found in the texts of Confucian scholars. The first part
of the book ends with an exposure and analysis of the specific
ways the politics of U.S. domination affected Vietnamese
women-particularly the unoff icial Pentagon policy of mass and
systematic rape.

The second part of the book is a portrait of women's resis-
tance in modern times-how they learned to fight back, their
organization and their spirit. Testimony and biography drama-
tize the statistics which show the changing roles of women in
the family, economy, politics and military defense. The final
chapters evaluate the gains women have made in the course of
the revolution.

Arlene Eisen Bergman teaches Women's Studies at New
College, San Jose State University. She was editor of a new left
newspaper called THE MOVEMENT and has been active in the
anti-war and women's movements for years. She visited the
Democratic Republic of Viet Nam and liberated areas of South
Viet Nam in thefall of 1974. The book was edited and produced
collectively by a group representing a cross-section of the San
Francisco women's movement. This revised edition was written
after South Viet Nam won its complete independence and in-
cludes as much information as possible about postwar develop-
ments in Viet Nam. We look forward to receiving your response
to the book and your suggestions for a future edition.
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