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INTRODUCTION

Since the period of Doi Moi in 1986, especially restructuring of a large-scale economy, there
have been many social changes in Vietnam. (Nguyen & Liamputtong, 2007). People,
especially Vietnamese women have more freedom to make their own choice in general and
have more rights and opportunities to be responsible for their own fertility issue and abortion
problem in particular.

Since the government has made abortion legal in Vietnam and regarded it as a method of
population control, religion seems to have little influence nationwide in terms of abortion
decisions. As said by Ms Nguyen Thi Ngoc Lan, an officer of Head Office of Population and
Family Planning Section, the punitive measures of one-or-two-child policy have affected
Vietnamese couples most when deciding to give birth, for fear of severe punishment and
breaking the law. In addition, the legality of abortion in Vietnam resulted from the
government’s attention to women’s health in an effort to enhance the quality of family
planning service, especially in rural and remote areas:

“This policy [one-or-two-child policy] is an important strategy in the process

of effectively controlling the galloping population in Vietnam. Together with

making abortion legal, the Vietnamese government has so far reinforced the

family planning service to make it available and more effective in order to
improve women’s health.”

(Interview Ms Nguyen Thi Ngoc Lan,

an officer of Head Office of Population and Family Planning Section

in December, 2008 in Hanoi)

In terms of the increase of abortion cases, especially among the youths, Mr Nguyen Xuan
Son, an officer from Ministry of Health said: “Most aborted women in Vietnam are from
remote areas with little knowledge relevant to reproductive health. That is why we are still
trying to let doctors come and show them how to avoid unplanned pregnancy. It is obvious
that Vietnamese youth are currently active in premarital sex. Yet, what we should do is teach
them how to have safe sex and avoid unwanted pregnancy as well as complications from
unsafe abortion”. It can be partly inferred from this that the concept of premarital sex is no
longer as strict as it used to be in the past, and the focus seems to lie more on women’s health.

HISTORICAL AND SOCIAL ECONOMIC REASONS

It is undeniable that since the triumph of the August Revolution in 1945, to the unification of
Northern and Southern part of Vietnam in 1975, up to the Doi Moi period in 1986, there have
been dramatic changes in the position, rights, and interest of Vietnamese women. Professor
Hoang Ngoc Trang, who devoted her life to research in Gender Studies in Vietnam, said:

“Women have taken a very important role from the revolutionary war to
politically active role in Governmental Organization as the leaders, and
policy makers (e.g. former vice presidents of Vietnam: Ms Nguyen Thi Binh
and Ms Truong Thi My Hoa).Vietnamese women, thus, have no longer been
limited to out-dated traditions and habits”.

(Interview Ms Hoang Ngoc Trang at her office in December, 2008 in Hanoi)
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She continued,

“The family law in Vietnam which emphasizes the equality between wife and
husband is of great importance in confirming the right and position of women
in society and in the family. In my opinion, this does affect the abortion
policies in Vietham with reference to their right and health.”

Ms Dang Minh Nhung, an officer from Vietnam Women’s Union added that in the current
context, women are not only in charge of domestic duties but work in the wider community
and contribute a worthy part to the development of society. In relation to the abortion issue,

“| totally agree that they have the right to their body and they are mature and
responsible enough to decide their own fertility issues. In addition, the
government and organizations like ours should provide them with good
assistance in case of need (e.g. providing accurate information and knowledge
of reproductive health as well as safe abortion service)”.

In terms of social economic transformation and its influence on Vietnamese, especially on the
youth, there are more and more foci and studies on adolescent reproductive behavior
nationwide. The major theme that arose throughout the research was that social and economic
transformations in recent years changed people, especially the youth’s opinions, experiences
and behavior thoroughly. Especially, the beginning of Doi Moi (renovation) period from
1986 paved the way for a more open economy, rising privatization and improving mass
communication which is partly an explanation for the increasing cases of premarital sex and
unplanned pregnancies. Regarding the issue of rising sexual contacts, contraceptive behavior
and abortion, Goodkind (1994: 348-350) suggested that this social tendency is the result of
the changing social and economic climate. He added and emphasized the possibility that the
government’s unwillingness to provide information related to reproductive health, especially
to the youths may lead to the rise in premarital pregnancy. Mentioning about the same issue,
Ms Nguyen Thi Ngoc Lan, an officer of Head Office of Population and Family Planning
Section said:

“The society is changing dramatically and Vietnamese youth are strongly
influenced by Western culture. They are more open-minded when talking and
engaging themselves in sex before marriage. In addition, they have more
chance to learn from sexuality through the media, especially the internet
which is available everywhere. We can do nothing to stop this trend. We had
better equip them with better knowledge related to reproductive health to
prevent increasing premarital pregnancy.”



ARI Working Paper No. 119 Asia Research Institute e Singapore

CONCEPT OF PREMARITAL SEX AND VIRGINITY
Confucian Thought

Those who think that premarital sex — the so-called “eating rice before the bell” is wrong
behavior and virginity is important for girls, are chiefly basing their thinking on traditional
double standards in gender norms that exist in Confucianism.

“I really do not know how to evaluate premarital sex exactly nowadays. |
guess there are many different ideas between the older generation and
younger ones. | do not think premarital sex is a very serious problem, but |
disapprove of it. Importantly, my parents teach me to preserve my virginity as
a sign of my good conduct. | had premarital sex unintentionally once and | felt
really guilty. I am afraid that my husband-to-be will blame me badly for not
keeping my chastity.”

(Interview a 20-year-old female student in Ha Noi in January 4", 2009)

Another girl shares the same perception:

“I support the traditional view on premarital sex. | think a girl should keep the
chastity till the day she gets married. That means she respects her husband
and proves that she is a good and well-educated girl as well. Well, premarital
sex may happen sometimes among lovers who fell in love for a long time and
they have been preparing for marriage in the near future. In this case, | think
it is acceptable. However, no one can tell you exactly what will happen
afterwards.. Anyway, | still strongly recommend that girls should say NO to
premarital sex. That is the safest way.”

(Interview a 23-year-old girl in Ha Noi in January 4™, 2009)

There is a group of male students emphasizing different effects of premarital sex on men and
women:

“Men can have premarital sex because they lose nothing from that. No one
knows whether or not they have sex. However, if a girl has sex before
marriage, she will be doubted and even condemned later if people know she is
a bad girl by having sex before marriage. You know, she loses her value in
people’s eyes immediately.”

(Interview a group of five male students in Ha Noi in December 27", 2008)

Parents seem to not accept the concept of premarital sex. Ms Hai Yen, a mother of two high
school students says:

“| always teach my daughter to keep her virginity because that is not only the
way to keep her value in her husband-to-be’ eyes but also the way to keep our
good family reputation. | can not bear being blamed for not educating my
daughter well.”

(Interview Ms Hai Yen in Ha Noi in December, 2008)
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There are two surveys of youths’ attitude towards premarital sex in Vietnam. In the year 2000,
one was carried out in the two biggest cities Ha Noi and Ho Chi Minh city (1,600 university
students aged 17-24) and another in Hai Phong city (1,100 young people aged 15-24)
(Mensch, Clark & Dang, 2002:7). The results showed that in Ha Noi and Ho Chi Minh cities,
98 percent of young women and 74 percent of young men disapproved of sexual intercourse
before marriage, meanwhile the percentage in Hai Phong city were 93 and 70, respectively.
Yet, these researchers are well aware of the possibility of unreliable information given during
interviews, due to the fact that Vietnamese might be unwilling to respond accurately about
their own sexual behavior, especially to foreigners.

The Transitional Period

In fact, although premarital sex used to be strongly condemned in the past, especially by
older generations, there are a number of studies (Khuat, 1998, Tran& Khuat, 1998, Nguyen et
al., 1999) which show that the attitude of Vietnamese youths toward sexual activities and
premarital sex has changed in recent years. More and more young people no longer
disapprove of sex before marriage and have a more open-minded view when discussing
sexual issues with their peers. Yet, this does not mean that premarital sex is extremely
popular among Vietnamese youth as is sometimes thought. The survey of “Adolescents and
Social Change in Vietnam” (VASC) asked 1,497 youths aged 15-22 whether or not they had
ever had sexual relations and, if so, at what age they first did. The findings showed that
among 764 males aged 15-22, only 10 percent reported having had premarital sex, while 5
percent of the 733 females in the same age category reported having had premarital sex.
Especially, it should be noted that little premarital sex occurs before the age of 18 (only over
6 percent of male respondents and 4 per cent of female respondents are predicted to have sex
by their eighteen birthdays) (Mensch, Clark & Dang, 2002:10-17).

The point is that when deciding to marry, women feel comfortable about having sex with
their fiancés. Usually, when sexual activity occurs between the future spouses, social
judgments towards such premarital sex are loosening. They merely perceive it as a sign of
love and trust.

“I think if couples really love each other, they easily have premarital sex. |
support it because it means that you trust your lover. No one loses anything
from this. Sex is equal between men and women.

(Interview a 26 years old officer in Ha Noi in January, 2009)

“The conservative view about virginity and premarital sex is outdated, isn’t it?
What makes you think it [premarital sex] is a sin since people love each other
and would like to belong to each other? If they are kids below 16, I may
reconsider. Yet, almost all people who have sex are adults. They have their
own rights and they are mature enough to be responsible for their bodies and
behavior. You can not prevent them from having sex, but you’d better teach
them how to do it properly without any bad consequences.”

(Interview a 21-year-old student in Ha Noi in January, 2009)
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In this context, the reasons that lead to changes in young people’s concept of sexuality and in
their sexual behaviour should be well understood. It is necessary to shed light on the issue:
What are the changes? How do Vietnamese people respond to these changes? By
understanding clearly the meanings young people give to their sexual behavior and their
needs, people can avoid unnecessary exacerbating the confusion and difficulties in the
present transition into modern life influenced by Western cultures.

“In our opinion, traditional view of premarital sex and virginity was right in
the past. However, the society is changing so fast currently and Vietnamese
people, especially the youths are strongly affected by other countries’ culture,
especially Western culture. That does not mean we are influenced negatively.
We can not deny this trend but accept it positively. We are not worse by
learning new things. It is merely a new approach to some issue.”

(Interview a group of four university students in Ha Noi in January, 2009)

In addition, men share the ideas that women’s virginity does not strongly affect their decision
for marriage

“It is undeniable that | will feel a little sad if my wife-to-be is no longer a
virgin. Yet, this by no means affects our married life. | think the most
important thing between spouses is love and trust. I still respect and love her —
the one | have chosen.”

(Interview a 25-year-old officer of Vietcombank in Ha Noi in January, 2009)

“To be honest, when getting married, | seriously consider our love for each
other. Virginity is fine and | am happy to be the first man in her life. However,
if she loses it, it means nothing to me either. | just care about her love and her
respect for me in the reality and in the future. I do not care what belongs to
the past.”

(Interview a 26-year-old director of Art Company in Ha Noi in January, 2009)

Thus, it is essential to discuss about the changing nature of sexual behavior and relevant
attitude about this issue in Vietnam, especially among adolescents. It can be concluded that
the traditional view of premarital sex still affects Vietnamese thought, yet simply for
historical reasons, related to the traditional viewpoint on Confucianism. In fact, the youths
nowadays are mature enough to be responsible for their sexual behavior generally. More
importantly, adolescent reproductive behavior does not seem to be particularly and extremely
problematic in Vietnam as it has been thought. The vast majority of adolescents indicate that
they are not engaging in premarital sex unless they know exactly about the decision afterward.
In addition, most young women who are having sex before marriage report doing so with
their future spouse. Furthermore, Vietnamese people have more sympathetic eyes on this
issue. As said by Mr Tran Huu Thai, corresponding member of Youth’s Union:

“l am happy if adolescents come to ask for information about reproductive
health. It does not mean that they are spoilt. They should be responsible and
well aware of their body and its function. Most of youths start with
embarrassment when mentioning about sexuality. Yet, we should encourage
them to be honest with their curiosity and provide them with necessary
knowledge. It will be much more dangerous to blind them on this issue and
they may access wrong information. This will be much worse.”
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The Obstacles to Appropriate Sex Education

Sex education has been regarded as a decisive factor in order to prevent unwanted pregnancy
and abortion cases from increasing in Vietnam. Despite the support of a number of doctors,
health providers and upgraded people who believe young people need information to be able
to protect themselves, there still exists resistance from traditional, older Vietnamese for
whom sex is still a sensitive subject and should not be taught at school. This fact led to a
delay in introducing sex education officially in secondary schools for adolescents and
negative consequences are undeniable.

“No sex education on the school curriculum together with the reluctance to
discuss such intimate issues at home somehow result in increasing unplanned
pregnancy among the Vietnamese youths™.

(Interview Dr Hang from Tu Du Obstetric Hospital in January, 2009)

Health officials and educators insist that more should be done:

"Our hospital has to deal with nearly 10,000 abortions each year, and it’s
painful to know that young patients do not have appropriate knowledge about
sexual health. They should learn about this and know how to protect
themselves better." said gynaecologist Le Thanh Thuy of the National
Obstetric Hospital in September, 2008.

“l support the teaching of sex education in schools. People may argue that
teaching sexuality means encouraging the young to be more active in
premarital sex. Yet, nobody knows what adolescents do to satisfy their
curiosity. The assessment to inappropriate information will lead to more
serious consequences.” (said Ms Ho Nhat Trinh, the cooperate member of
Association for Youth & Women’s Development, said in Seminar on Sex
Education in High School in July, 2008.)

In addition, when being asked whether or not sex education is provided at home with parents
as sex-educators, almost all students answer that their parents never initiated talking about
sex with them. Personal interviews with some students aged 17-22 in Ha Noi in January,
2009 also confirm the trend that their parents hardly talk to them openly about sex even when
they have related questions to ask:

“My parents may scold me if | ask for information related to sexual issues. In
their opinion, when we try to ask, it means we are going to have sex or we are
haunted by this problem”

(An 18-year-old girl)

“l have never learned anything from my parents. They have never talked
about sex with me. In addition, | do not think that when | get older, they will
teach me about sex. They may think that I will learn by myself like I have done
in other issues”

(A 20-year-old boy)
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Parents also have their own reasons for not talking about sex or providing sex education for
their children. The most common reason mentioned is that their teenage sons or daughters are
too young to learn about sex education. Most parents say that their children may learn about
sex naturally.

“My son never asked me about sex, thus | have not mentioned it to him either.
I know that he is a teenager but in my eyes, he is still a little boy. Moreover, if
I talk about sex with him, | am afraid that he may think it is time for him to
engage in sex. | do not want him to know stuff like this™

(Interview a mother of a male high-school student in December, 2008)

“I tell my daughter not to be involved in premarital sex because it is not good
for her future life. I do not teach her how to prevent pregnancies. | prefer to
let her learn about it by herself. In my opinion, if she knows too much and too
soon about sex, she may feel eager to have sex with her boyfriend”

(Interview a mother of a female high school student in December, 2008)

To some extent, the fear of being misunderstood or misled and of being embarrassed is
shared by both parents and children. Some parents are afraid that giving lessons or related
knowledge about sex will encourage their children to engage in sex actively, not to mention
the concern that their children might regard them as people engrossed in sex. Children
express their idea in the same way as that of their parents.

“To be honest, | feel embarrassed and I do not know how and where to start if
| have to discuss about sex with my son even when | know it will be helpful for
him.”

(Interview a mother of a 19 years old son in December, 2008)

“I do believe that almost all parents may think that teaching sex is a double-
edged sword. They are afraid that we might interpret their teaching as kind of
encouragement of having sex™

(Interview a female university student in January, 2009)

“I only teach my son and daughter some basic knowledge about sex suitable

to their ages. | am worried that talking too much about that topic might lead
them to misunderstand that | am active in sex or | feel fine if they have sex”

(Interview a mother of a 17- year-old son and 20-year-old daughter

in January, 2009)

Some other parents simply think that their teenagers receive enough information thanks to
journals or friends or basic knowledge transferred by teachers, thus they do not need to teach
them any more lessons. Some even claim that they are not the proper providers for this issue.

“My children learn about sex when reading books or talking with friends. |

agree that teens should know about this. Yet, you know, | have no time to

explain it to my children. Health providers are more competent in this field.”
(Interview a father of a high school student in December, 2008)
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“In my opinion, my children get enough lessons about sex, thus I do not need
to teach them again. They can take good care of themselves with the
knowledge they have got. Journals, friends, and internet are available for
them.”

(Interview a mother of two secondary female students in December, 2008)

On the other hand, a number of students say that most of the lessons they have got from the
teachers and their parents are too superficial and they have never got enough information to
answer their basic questions.

“My mother warns me to go out with groups but not alone when | hang out at
night and she asks me to avoid going to deserted place. Sometimes she tells me
the story of some girls who are raped and talks a little bit about the safe way
after such unexpected situation. However, she never teaches me how to have
sex without unwanted pregnancies. | do not dare to ask her in detail.”
(Interview an 18-year-old girl in January, 2009)

“I am curious about condoms, yet when | try to ask my parents, they only give
me the general information that it is a contraceptive and prevent me from
going further in this issue.”

(Interview a 17-year-old boy in January, 2009)

"l do not dare to talk with my parents about this although I have many
guestions in my mind. It's so humiliating to ask elders' advice for such kind of
things. My parents might think I am a spoiled girl or they just answer in
general. | think it is useless to discuss with them"

—said a female high school student in January, 2009

Parents, one way or another, express their hope for the availability of sex education at school:

“l am worried about how my children will learn about sex. If I have to teach
them by myself, | do not think I am able to do so. Only just thinking about it, |
feel embarrassed. Thus, | strongly agree if sex education is provided in
school.”

(Interview with the father of a secondary male student in December, 2008)

“Perhaps | have rarely talked about sex with my son. He sometimes mentioned
to me, yet | think it is his private life. | feel happy to be his good listener
without asking him too many questions because | am afraid that he may feel
embarrassed. Besides, | do not feel comfortable to discuss about sex issues
with him either. | think sex education should be provided at school.”
(Interview a mother of a high school male student in December, 2008)

As a result, it is undeniable that calls for sex education are true and urgent in current society.
As said by Ms Nguyen Van Anh, the President of Research Center of Gender, Family,
Women and Adolescents - Ha Noi branch, it is high time that sex education be provided at
school:

10
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““Sex education is being provided more effectively with the availability of mass
media, voluntary health providers at schools; unfortunately, it has not yet
been systematically built and transferred. It is time for sex education to be
introduced officially and practically at school, not only the fundamental
knowledge of body, but also methods of preventing unplanned pregnancy,
available contraceptive devices and their side-effects in detail. Viethamese
society is stuck between traditional and modern concepts. However, all we
have to do is practical viewpoint. Sexuality is not something that can be
controlled by avoiding providing information.

Thus, it can be concluded that there exists a more open-minded viewpoint toward the
abortion issue and sex education in Vietnam. The current government’s focus is on equipping
people in the childbearing ages with better knowledge related to reproductive health to
prevent increasing premarital pregnancy. Importantly, the Vietnamese government is making
an enormous effort to include sex education in high-school curriculum for adolescents step by
step because it has come to realize that it will be much worse to censure sexual issues from
youths: they may have access to unofficial and false information and the consequences can be
damaging. As a result, sex education should be systematically built and transferred. After all,
abortion is a reality that cannot be hidden or avoided, given the tendency towards resorting to
it when relationships do not work.

11
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