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I apologize to you, parents. I cannot continue living with Dũng because he creates
a lot of problems for me, too many. He lies to me. He says I am only good at

prostitution, and that I do not know how to make money in any other way. I feel

very sad, so I want to leave. I will leave for a while. I will come back when he is not

at home anymore. Dũng is a thief. I do not want to live with a thief. Living with

him, I feel ashamed for you, parents. I will leave for a period of time and when

I am back, I will help you repay the debt. Do not be mad at me, and do not be upset.

I will miss you, but I will bear it because I suffer too much right now. I send this

letter to you, my parents.1

Xuân, the protagonist of this essay, sends this letter to her parents to

express her feelings about the man she is forced to live with in the famil-

ial house. The letter unveils a set of topics—alleged prostitution, the strained

relationship between a daughter and her parents, and family debt—that this

article explores in detail. These few lines alone summarize the themes of the

essay—the initiation and promotion of exploitative commodified sexual rela-

tionships within a family set against difficult economic circumstances.2 This

essay aims to explore the following key question: How does an exploitative com-

modified sexual economy transpire in the context of mother-daughter relations

in rural southern Vietnam? This essay aims to contribute to scholarship about

prostitution in contemporary Vietnam, in particular with regards to sexual
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economies and the family’s involvement. I argue that in some cases, whether

directly or indirectly, the family plays a central role in the commodification of

women’s sexuality. The data I have collected lends itself to broader and more

varied analyses on the reproduction of patriarchal society, the governance of

prostitution since the Đổi Mới [Renovation] reforms instituted in , the

sex industry in rural settings, and other significant areas of study.3 However,

my focus concentrates on the power dynamics and conflict between the mother

and the daughter, and the expressions of moral-economic responsibility that

they use to rationalize their actions. This is particularly important because most

scholarship on prostitution focuses on male clients and female sex providers,

and little is written about the significance of the mother-daughter relationship

in understanding women’s narratives and sacrificial behaviors. Moreover, in

studies about prostitution in general, rarely are the social actors—especially

underage women involved in commercial sex—directly consulted and asked

about their daily lives, motivations, and views of the abuses they have suffered.4

Rarely too, do these studies examine women’s modes of representation or reveal

their often complex, contradictory, and controversial behaviors.

For this very reason I opted for an intensive immersion-based approach, or

“intimate ethnography,” of one family to illuminate the subtleties of an exploit-

ative commodified sexual economy and the power dynamics between a daugh-

ter and her mother.5 I focus on the Nguyễn family, which I observed in An

Giang Province (Mekong Delta) for ten months during my doctoral field-

work.6 My goal was to explore the daily life of households facing economic

difficulties, especially aspects related to poverty and indebtedness, and to

investigate underage women’s involvement in street work and commercial

street sex with the purpose of alleviating their parents’ economic burden.

The Nguyễn case is representative of the four households I studied and of

information collected from several other informants. It is impossible to deter-

mine how representative the Nguyễns are in relation to all households

of a similar economic and social background. These households were also

not the poorest in the study site—the poorest usually do not have enough col-

lateral such as land and housing and thus have extremely limited borrowing

capacity—and they had in common severe indebtedness, pressure from

moneylenders, and children’s involvement in commercial street sex.
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T H E C O M M O D I F I C A T I O N O F W O M E N ’ S S E X U A L I T Y

W I T H I N T H E F A M I L Y I N V I E T N A M

There is little scholarship that directly addresses sexual economies and the

family’s involvement in contemporary Vietnam. The control and use of

women’s sexuality for the interests of the family is not a new phenomenon.

Ian Walters, whose ambitious work investigates the sex market from a multi-

disciplinary perspective, discusses the place of prostitution within the family,

which he sees as the centerpiece to Vietnamese identity.7 For him, the family

is a constraining patriarchal social structure that bars women’s independence,

imposes strong economic obligations, and restricts them to the roles of dutiful

wives, mothers, and daughters.8 Aligned with Walters’ view, I argue that cer-

tain families actually promote and control the commodified sexuality of their

members—using several methods including narratives of gratitude—to pre-

serve their economic and social unity.

The drive to preserve the family’s interests is so strong that even when a

woman’s sexuality is violated in ways that negatively impact the family, Viet-

namese households deal with the situation in ways that prioritize the interests

of the family over that of the woman. In her holistic study of rape in contem-

porary Vietnam, Nguyễn Thu Hương explores the strategies women use to

cope with their experiences of rape, and how these are affected by social dis-

courses on gender and sexuality.9 Since many Vietnamese believe that rape

irreparably tarnishes “family honor,” her study analyzes the critical role that

the family plays in dealing with the consequences of rape, and the ways raped

women’s needs are subsumed in family interests. In addition, Ramona

Vijeyarasa has shown that the language of “social evils” and the responses of

the state and family have undermined the capacity of trafficked returnees to

reintegrate into their communities.10 According to Vijeyarasa, the situation

has worsened because private and state service providers exacerbate stigma

and victimization in a setting of shelter and rehabilitation.

A few scholars have recently studied attitudes towards and perceptions of

virginity in the rapidly changing context of contemporary Vietnam.11 How-

ever, these authors leave aside an important aspect of virginity that this essay

touches upon: commodification. I have shown elsewhere that among poor

Vietnamese migrant communities in Phnom Penh, the virginity trade—which
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brings up to $, per sale—is an appealing household strategy for economic

advancement.12 In this setting, parents who would normally preserve their

daughter’s chastity until marriage (emblematic of their morality and dignity),

actively arrange its sale and, in some cases, encourage their daughter’s further

entry into commercial sex. As I also show in the case study presented here,

parents pressure their daughters by using narratives of gratitude and duty

(cultural norms) to override the prohibition on the commodification of vir-

ginity (sexual norms) in order to secure income and improve the household’s

economic situation.

The interweaving of women’s commodified sexuality with the survival and

well-being of their families means that cases of abuse and exploitation are not

uncommon. However, empirical studies about sexual exploitation, including

forced prostitution, child prostitution, and virginity-selling in the Vietnamese

context are almost nonexistent (except for Nguyễn Thu Hương’s study, which
covers sexual abuse). This essay aims to contribute to this body of literature by

exploring forms of exploitative commodified sexualities and power dynamics

between a mother and daughter in the private realm of the household.

In doing so, it sidesteps the usual sole focus on male clients and female sex-

providers to open up an area of study that has been neglected: the dynamics

between women within a family concerning commodified sex.13

T R A N S A C T I O N A L S E X M O D E L I N S T E A D O F D I R E C T

“ S E X - F O R - C A S H ” E X C H A N G E S

We also need to consider the commodification of female sexuality in relation

to commercial sex and its role in the family. In the case study I present, the

different configurations of exchange relationships that involved sexual ser-

vices also involved affective and “emotional labor”—wherein workers are

expected to display certain emotions as part of their job (for instance in

domestic service, healthcare, and forms of prostitution like escorting).14 This

is the case in Kimberly Kay Hoang’s work on the sex market in Hồ Chí Minh

City.15 In exploring the grey zone of sexual economic relationships in three

segments of the city’s sex industry, she provides a class-based analysis of both

sides of the client-worker relationship based on Arlie Russell Hochschild’s

theory of emotional labor.16
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Walters also discusses this concept as he reminds us of the prevalence of

“temporary wives” in past and present Southeast Asia, a notion he draws from

Barbara Andaya who has shown that during the early modern period, atti-

tudes towards temporary wives throughout the region were positive and this

practice was seen as acceptable.17 According to Andaya, this attitude changed

during the s due to increasing monetization, economic development, and

the introduction of religions from other parts of the world. As a consequence,

these women began to be seen as prostitutes and their strategies came to be

viewed as culturally and morally unacceptable. Walters provocatively suggests

that prostitutes in present-day Vietnam are still pursuing the temporary wife

model mentioned above and are trapped in the same conflictive perceptions.18

In the present study, the daughter, Xuân, engages in different types of com-

mercial sexual exchanges that are bound up in family obligations and the eco-

nomic and credit system in rural southern Vietnam that compels children to

contribute to the household economy. These exchanges include the sale of

her virginity, brokered by themother (“sex-for-cash” encounter); cohabitation

within the framework of a conventional marriage; cohabitation with a false

husband imposed by the mother plus subsequent sporadic direct “sex-for-

cash” encounters; a “sugar-daddy” type relationship monitored by the mother;

and a “sugar-daddy” type affair disapproved of by the mother. It proved chal-

lenging to classify and name these separate relationships, which fuse emo-

tional desires and economic and/or material concerns, and which cannot be

labeled as “prostitution” or defined merely as straightforward “sex-for-cash”

transactions. In Western thought, it is commonly accepted that prostitution

“involves a form of sexual interaction that is brief, instrumental and business-

like in character,” in which sexual services are straightforwardly exchanged

for payments.19 Instead, Paola Tabet and Julia O’Connell Davidson propose

studying a set of relationships involving the provision of sexual and emotional

services in exchange for payment in cash or in kind, which they locate in a

“continuum of sexual economic exchange.” This spectrum is marked at

“one pole by sexual encounters within which one party participates only

because s/he is paid or forced to do so, at the other pole are those in which

people genuinely exchange only love for love, or lust for lust, or obligation

for obligation.”20 “Transactional sex” is located within this continuum. This

model, borrowed from Mark Hunter’s ethnography in South Africa, enables
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us to study non-marital, multiple-partnered, and nuanced gift-based sexual

economies.21 Hunter writes that, “in both cases, non-marital sexual relation-

ships, often with multiple partners, are underscored by the giving of gifts or

cash. ‘Transactional sex,’ however, differs in important ways: participants

are constructed as ‘girlfriends’ and ‘boyfriends’ and not ‘prostitutes’ and

‘clients,’ and the exchange of gifts for sex is part of a broader set of obligations

that might not involve a predetermined payment.”22 Economic sociologist

Viviana Zelizer pushes this analysis one step further.23 She writes that eco-

nomic activity is integral and essential to a wide range of intimate relations,

as social ties and economic transactions always intertwine in life. The author

points out that for “each meaningfully distinct category of social relations,

people erect a boundary, mark the boundary by means of names and prac-

tices, establish a set of distinctive understandings and practices that operate

within that boundary, designate certain sorts of economic transactions as

appropriate for the relation, bar other transactions as inappropriate, and

adopt certain media for reckoning and facilitating economic transactions

within the relation.”24 The author reminds us again of the complexity and

multiplicity of relations in the world of commercial sex, in which participants

carefully enforce the boundaries and negotiate the meanings of relationships

that blend intimate economies, transactions, media (the form payment takes),

and the involvement of third parties.25 Put simply, labeling all the relation-

ships that the protagonist of this article engages in with men under the generic

term “prostitution” would ignore the fact that in reality, many relationships

are based on some form of intimate and economic exchange, and social actors

are actively engaged in constructing and reconstructing their reality through

the erection of boundaries and categories.

In order to understand commercial sex in contemporary Vietnam, it is

important to explore how women’s sexuality and emotional labor are com-

modified as a package in the interest of the family. The following case study will

show how the mother drives her daughter into multiple and overlapping com-

modified relationships in which intimate exchanges and economic activity are

entangled. As I will demonstrate, the mother uses different ploys—obligations

embedded in narratives of gratitude and duty, verbal and physical violence,

and fictive kinship-based constructs—to collect the payments of her daughter’s

sexual and affective activities to repay family debts and cover her gambling

 L A I N E Z



addiction. This asymmetrical power dynamic is a source of constant conflict,

and although the mother’s power is overwhelming, the daughter continually

shows resistance and succeeds in preserving her own interests in limited ways.

An Ethnographic Account of Commodified
Sexual Relationships

The Nguyễn family lives in An Giang Province (western part of the Mekong

Delta). Hùng and his wife Lan have three children: the eldest son, Tâm, the

daughter, Xuân, and the youngest son, Hoàng. They also have a granddaughter,

Phượng, and a grandson, Phú. Hùng is the breadwinner. He worked in a state-

owned company that maintained the local environment. His wife Lan used to

collect recyclable materials and carry goods at the market. She stopped working

in early  due to health problems. She spent most of her time sitting in a cafe

or at her neighbor’s house playing bingo and cards. Although she did not earn

any money herself, she spent a significant portion of the family budget on gam-

bling.26 The eldest son, Tâm, worked as a mechanic in Hồ Chí Minh City until

. Following this, he went to work in the coastal area of Vũng Tàu with his

wife Huế. He returned home with his wife in  for the birth of their son.

He then began catching fish in the paddy fields. Xuân, born in , left primary

school at the age of  (grade two), after which she began collecting plastic bags in

the street with her brother and occasionally worked as a waitress in small restau-

rants and coffee shops. The youngest son, Hoàng, born in , has been in a

juvenile detention centre since .

In the following sections, I present an ethnographic account of forms of

commercial sexuality that the daughter engages in under the influence of

Virginity sale

Tượng, “former husband”
Phượng

Dũng, “next husband”

Đức, “grandfather”

Quê, “lover”

HoàngTâm

Phú

Hùng Lan

XuânHuê

F I G U R E 1: Kinship Diagram of the Nguyễn Family

COMMOD I F I E D S E XUA L I T Y AND MOTHE R - DAUGH T E R POWER DYNAM I C S 



her mother (except for the last case). As I describe in detail, these relationships

vary in duration, setting, intimacy, payment, and public display.

V I R G I N I T Y S A L E

In , the mother decided to sell her then -year-old daughter’s virginity

for ,, VNĐ ($).27 Half of this money was used to repair the

house, and the rest was used to pay the moneylender who came to the house

daily to publicly harass and insult the Nguyễns. The family was not the first in

the neighborhood to opt for this lucrative income-generating alternative.

A neighboring family sold their daughter’s virginity to pay off the parents’

gambling debts. Another woman who had arranged the sale of her daughter’s

virginity in Hồ Chí Minh City suggested the mother, Lan, do the same. This

woman provided her with a contact who helped her locate a client and nego-

tiate the terms of the transaction. Xuân accepted her mother’s proposition

after three days of reflection. She feared that a potential husband would reject

her if he found out about the sale, but she nonetheless accepted her mother’s

request “voluntarily” [tự nguyện], she said, as the money would be used to

repay her parents’ debts. The mother and daughter met with the broker in

Hồ Chí Minh City. Xuân spent three days with the client and they had sexual

intercourse twice each day. She reported that the sexual interaction was a

painful experience and that she needed a week to recover.

T H E “ F O R M E R H U S B A N D ”

The mother promised her daughter that she would arrange for her to marry

after the sale of the girl’s virginity, although at that time she did not yet have

a prospective groom in mind. After losing her virginity, the daughter met

Tượng in the province capital and became pregnant by him. In , the cou-

ple got married at home in amodest religious celebration, but the marriage was

never officially registered at the communal People’s Committee Household

Registry Office [Phòng Hộ Tịch Ủy Ban Xã]. It is likely that the mother forced

the union in an attempt to make her daughter’s pregnancy socially acceptable

and to save the family’s reputation. Xuân gave birth to her daughter Phượng a
few months after the marriage. Her husband was heavily in debt and his mon-

eylender pressured him persistently. The young couple decided to “evade the

debt” [trốn nợ] by going to a neighboring district. The relationship did not last
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long and Tượng eventually abandoned Xuân.28 She then returned to her par-

ents’ house with her baby. After the separation, Xuân, her parents, and their

neighbors referred to Tượng as the “former husband” [chồng trước].29 Soon
after, Xuân went to neighboring provinces (Kiên Giang, Long An, Tiền Giang)

as well as Hồ Chí Minh City to work in coffee shops and restaurants as a “beer

girl” for a few months. According to her parents, she had gone to the provinces

to work and send remittances home.

T H E “ L A T E R H U S B A N D ”

When I first met her in , Xuân lived with a cyclo driver and drug user

named Dũng in the family home. The mother had suggested that he live in

the family house with them after Xuân returned from her trip to the province.

In this situation, the mother forced her daughter to live as the common-law

wife of a man she detested, even though they were not married. Xuân used

the word “husband” [chồng] to refer to him, and Dũng addressed her as “wife”
[vợ]. The neighbors referred to him as the “later husband” [chồng sau]. The

mother did her best to make the couple’s shared life harmonious. She wanted

Xuân’s daughter Phượng to repeat to Dũng such phrases as, “I love father

Dũng,” “I want my father Dũng to stay at home,” or “I love father Dũng more

than father Tượng.” She believed the child was the only bond that could keep

the couple together.

Dũng gave whatever he could to mother and daughter. He gave the mother

an average of ,VNĐ ($.) daily. To the daughter, he gave money (that

the mother usually took from her) and gifts. One of these presents was a bicy-

cle that the father appropriated. However, as the boundaries of this gift-based

sexual economy were not clearly defined, mother and daughter subtly but per-

sistently asked for extra payments. The young man found this embarrassing

and repeatedly complained about it. In exchange, Xuân was called upon to

behave as a spouse, meaning she had to provide sexual and domestic services

upon Dũng’s request. As part of the arrangement, the parents had to treat

Dũng as a real son-in-law.
Dũng often criticized Xuân for being unfriendly towards him and asked her

not to despise him, given the fact that he provided the family with a substantial

amount of money despite his modest resources. In fact, this relationship was

coercive and painful for Xuân, and she persistently rejected Dũng and balked
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at serving him. She continually challenged his will and her mother’s will by

arguing that she did not love him. She often insulted and fought with him in

front of her parents to make him lose face. She also complained about his fre-

quent sexual advances and harassment. She confessed to not having any sexual

pleasure with him, quite the opposite in fact. She constantly emphasized that

her mother did not take into account her desires, and that her sole objective

was to extort money from Dũng.
Xuân wanted to end the cohabitation with Dũng in the spring of .

To do so she wrote a letter (see beginning of essay) and decided to move to a

friend’s house in another province. But her plan changed as another man she

had known since childhood, Đức, reentered her life. In the meantime, the

mother asked Dũng to leave the house while she directed her daughter’s atten-
tion towards Đức. Dũng continued to give presents to the Nguyễn family even

though he no longer lived with them. According to him, these gifts expressed

the love he still felt for Xuân. However, he admitted, he no longer wanted to

share a life with her. The relationship between the two became friendly months

later. One day at a coffee shop, he asked her for permission to kiss her in front

of her mother. The two suddenly disappeared and the mother commented:

“Xuân is out of money. She went with Dũng to get some cash.”

T H E “ G R A N D F A T H E R ”

Đức, a retired man, was over  years old. He met Xuân in a restaurant where

she worked when she was younger. He became a family friend and had since

paid regular visits to them. The Nguyễns’ acquaintances and neighbors con-

sidered him a wealthy and respected man. Đức started to pay regular visits

to the Nguyễns while Dũng was still living with Xuân. He became Dũng’s eco-
nomic substitute after he gave the Nguyễns money to buy a brand-newHonda

motorbike, a high-status asset that was by far more valuable than the bicycle

Dũng had offered. The mother decided to repudiate Dũng when she realized

that she could benefit more from Đức’s wealth.
Xuân and Đức had regular commercial sexual liaisons in a hotel.30

The mother again influenced and guided this gift-based sexual relationship.

Đức was always very generous to Xuân and her family. He offered Xuân gifts,

clothes, a cell phone, and earrings, which the mother resold and which he

replaced immediately. In addition, he helped the family repair their house
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and contributed to the purchase of the motorcycle. By doing so, he secured

Xuân’s sexual availability while obtaining the approval of her mother. The

mother, who served as a middlewoman, collected most of the payments either

directly or indirectly by taking it from her daughter afterwards. Since the pay-

ment was not predetermined, both mother and daughter often felt free to ask

for more. Not only did the mother collect material gains, the family also

gained social prestige by showing off their relationship with a well-respected

man, and by proudly showing off the gifts—the motorbike for instance—that

he bestowed them. Unlike in the previous case, Xuân did not reject the rela-

tionship or show hostility towards Đức. Indeed it was quite the opposite

and she had nothing but praise for him. She talked about him with pride:

“He is a good person,” “He loves me tenderly,” “He is good with my family,”

“He gives me money when I need it.”

The mother tried to secure Đức’s role as both her daughter’s benefactor

and the family’s protector in order to secure financial contributions from

him. She attempted to deceive relatives and friends about the true nature of

the relationship by presenting Đức alternately as Xuân’s godfather or as a

good and “generous man” [quý nhân] who kindly supported the family. Xuân

has also called him “adoptive maternal grandfather” [ông ngoại nuôi] for

years. The family presented Xuân as a dutiful girl who “pays gratitude” [trả
ơn] to the family patron by offering him care and kindness. Some distant

neighbors and acquaintances thoughtĐức was actually Xuân’s real godfather,
while others thought he was a relative or simply a family friend and benefac-

tor. However, among close friends and relatives, the true commercial nature of

the relationship was an open secret.

T H E “ L O V E R ” 31

While she continued to seeĐức regularly, Xuân had an affair with Quê, a fam-

ily friend who was over  years old. Quê covered all of the expenses when

they were together: meals, hotels and accommodations, motorcycle rides in

the provinces, travel to Hồ Chí Minh City, and occasional gifts and tips.

Unlike the previous men, he did not give Xuân’s mother gifts or money.

Quê and Xuân spent substantial amounts of time together. Xuân visibly

enjoyed the emotional exchanges with Quê and expressed her affection by

rubbing his back with a coin for therapeutic purposes [cạo gió], touching
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him, and caressing his thigh in front of her friends. Xuân received affection

and care from him, and above all, a sense of empowerment vis-à-vis her

mother, who fiercely disapproved of this relationship because it was not within

her control.32 The relationship entertained Quê, but he did not consider a

more serious commitment, and certainly not marriage. Quê promised to help

her run away to Hồ Chí Minh City, but the relationship stopped abruptly after

two months when he left for the southern capital to work. The mother cate-

gorically rejected this relationship that she referred to as “coupling” [cặp bồ]

because it did not benefit her socially, materially, or economically whatsoever.

She did not try to outline it in conventional kin-based terms as she did with

the “former husband,” “later husband,” or “grandfather.”

A P P L Y I N G T H E S P E C T R U M O F S E X U A L E C O N O M I C

E X C H A N G E M O D E L T O T H E C A S E S T U D Y

To summarize, the ethnographic account of Xuân’s relationships highlights

the critical role that gifts play in fuelling everyday sexual relationships between

the daughter and her patrons. These relationships combine sexual and emo-

tional labor with economic and material payments. The case study confirms

the suitability of the spectrum of sexual economic exchange and the “transac-

tional sex” model described in the beginning of this essay. As the description

shows, these encounters vary remarkably. In terms of duration, Xuân spent

three days with the client who deflowers her, one year with the “former hus-

band,” half a year with the “later husband,” several years with the “grandfather,”

and two months with the “lover.” In terms of boundaries, the relationships

overlapped as Xuân had sporadic “sex-for-cash” encounters with the “later hus-

band” while she saw the “grandfather,” and started the relationship with the

“lover” while she was seeing the “grandfather.” In terms of setting, the encoun-

ters took place in both rural areas and urbanHồChíMinh City. In terms of inti-

macy, Xuân demonstrated a range of feelings: love, dedication, hate, and pain,

“which often lie somewhere on a continuum between genuine and feigned.”33

The forms of payment also varied: direct payments, gift- and service-based

economy, and social prestige. And in terms of public display, the relationships

ranged from secrecy (in the virginity sale), to pretense (in the marriage and

godfathership).34
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Power Dynamics: Mother’s Methods
and Daughter’s Resistance

The Nguyễn family has been heavily indebted for over a decade. They have

accumulated several types of credit: high-interest loans in the informal credit

sector (old, recent, and renegotiated), state bank loans, and loans from relatives.

The average estimated debt of the Nguyễn family during the time of the field-

work was ,, VNĐ ($,). The head of the family’s monthly pay of

about ,, VNĐ ($) in  did not allow him to repay the capital

or the minimum monthly interest of  percent for “cutthroat loans” [cho

vay tiền cắt cổ].35 Indeed, there was a huge gap between the amount of debt

and the household’s real capacity to repay it. Therefore, it can be assumed that

all the major debts that the Nguyễns had borrowed for the last decade had never
been fully paid off. At the time of the study, the household struggled to pay the

monthly interest. When they were unable to do so, one of the moneylenders

went to their home to hurl “insults and reprimands” [chửi mắng] at them
and followed Hùng to the bank when he deposited his paycheck.36

Getting entangled with moneylenders generates even greater economic

vulnerability for low-income households as the borrower often finds him or

herself obliged to borrow from elsewhere simply to repay the cumulative

interest. This encourages some parents to mobilize the entire workforce avail-

able to generate income, including their offspring. Indeed, many children and

adolescents in the study site work part-time before or after school as lottery-

ticket sellers, or in restaurants, coffee shops, and guesthouses, with some enter-

ing forms of commercial street sex. In some cases parents know about this and

play an active role in managing the commodified sexuality of their offspring,

for instance by selling their daughter’s virginity or compelling them into direct

commercial sexual exchanges. Indeed, the four families of my study rely on

their children’s sexual and non-sexual activities to generate income that is allo-

cated to loan repayment or subsistence, and occasionally to support gambling,

as in the case of the Nguyễn family. This pattern was observed among several

adolescents involved in street work (lottery-ticket selling, begging, and working

in coffee shops) and commercial street sex. Economic vulnerability, severe

indebtedness, and pressure from moneylenders are significant reasons for par-

ents to opt for actively managing and profiting from the commodified sexuality
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of their children, and it is not a coincidence that most of the female adolescents

I encountered who were selling sexual services consistently replied that they

work partly to repay their parents’ debt.

As we have seen in this case study, the daughter’s commodified sexual rela-

tionships primarily benefit the mother who attempts to control the profits,

and secondarily the entire family that uses the money to pay off debts, repair

the house, and cover daily expenses. Themother deploys coercive power when

commodifying her daughter’s sexuality. She imposes a “sex-for-cash” relation-

ship when she trades her daughter’s virginity for cash payment. Then she

forces her daughter into a relationship with the “later husband” and controls

the relationship with the “grandfather.” She uses her power not only to

encourage commodified sexual relationships that her daughter rejects, but

also to oppose those that are out of her control and that do not profit her

directly. The mother also uses her power to confiscate the payments made

to her daughter by playing the role of the middlewoman (nameless client in

Hồ Chí Minh City, “later husband,” “godfather”).

The question that needs to be addressed is how the mother enforces power

over her daughter. The next section shows the range of methods that the

mother uses to control her daughter and to initiate and monitor her relation-

ships with men: obligations bound up in narratives of gratitude and duty, psy-

chological and physical violence, and the defining of relationships in fictive

terms of kinship and reciprocity.

N E G O T I A T I N G C U L T U R A L N A R R A T I V E S

O F G R A T I T U D E A N D D U T Y

In Vietnam, Confucian filial piety is expressed in cultural narratives of grati-

tude and duties or social obligations. This is commonly articulated by the

phrase “to pay piety” [trả hiếu].37 Parents give life to, nurture and raise their

offspring through costly sacrifice; in return, children owe them eternal grati-

tude that manifests through a set of duties. On the ground, research subjects

rarely articulate these prescriptions as a debt of filiation that every child owes

his/her parents and that he/she must repay throughout their entire life, as

stated by several scholars, but rather as a set of “duties” or “obligations”

[bổn phận] they should assume without question.38 The obligation to achieve

these duties is persistent in the narratives of the women I encountered in the
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field study who were involved in commercial sex, and who gave a significant

portion of their profits—if not all—to their parents. In the low-income house-

holds I observed, parents strongly rely on this cultural feature to appeal to

their children for help and services, as encapsulated by the expression “have

children rely on children, have property rely on property” [có con nhờ con,

có của nhờ của].
In the field, the form this set of duties takes depends on the economic

condition of each household. “To care” [quan tâm] about somebody, an

expression commonly used instead of trả hiếu, is generally understood as

expressing responsibility [trách nhiệm] and love or affection [tình thương]
in tending one’s parents [chăm sóc cho cha mẹ]. This interpretation prevails

for the middle-class families I observed in the Mekong Delta and in Hồ Chí

Minh City. However, for the families in the research site facing harsh

economic conditions, pressure from moneylenders or gambling problems,

I noted that quan tâm has mostly a material connotation. One of its forms

is the reliance on children to alleviate the family’s economic burden. Here,

quan tâm is understood as the obligation for children to assist their parents

materially and/or economically. Gifts in cash and kind as markers of gratitude

are paramount while the affective performance of gratitude is relegated to sec-

ond place. In the Nguyễn household, the children’s obedience with respect to

the mother’s demands, especially regarding the daughter’s acceptance of the

commodified sexual relationships and gift remittances, overrides the affective

performance she must display to her parents. Here, quan tâm becomes a

means that the mother resorts to in all circumstances to take advantage of

the human resources available to her, meaning her children and particularly

her daughter.

The cultural narrative of gratitude and duty to elders, and the subjective

prescriptions the mother associates with it and imposes on Xuân, are deeply

embodied in the daughter’s habitus.39 Xuân has been inculcated with the sen-

sibilities and dispositions of these obligations that she sees as an inherent

structure of her daily life. She never calls them into question. For her, it goes

without saying that children must assist their parents by all means available to

them. The daughter only rejects the way her mother compels her by using

pressure, insults, threats, and physical violence. She accepts her obligation to

contribute to the household economy following her mother’s guidelines, but
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she deplores the chronically stressful climate that prevails at home, and the

fact that her mother spends part of her money on gambling. In short, Xuân

does not defy the cultural and economic basis of her mother’s coercive

requests but, rather, the way in which they are transmitted. Moreover, the

daughter constantly correlates the duty of gratitude with labor and debt-

repayment. To her, showing gratitude towards her parents means doing any-

thing she can to generate income and to help repay the debts. The sentence

quoted from her letter reveals this association: “I will leave for a period of time

and when I am back, I will help you to pay the debt.”40 Xuân has absolutely no

control over the family’s economy (income, expenses, loan management, and

negotiation with moneylenders), yet she does not question the lasting obliga-

tion to assist her parents in repaying debts. The mother’s use of the narrative

of gratitude and duty allows her to confer both the psychological burden and

the material responsibility of repaying the family debt onto her children.

Xuân describes the “sale of her virginity” [bán trinh] as an act of filial piety

and gratitude. She uses the term “sacrifice for the family” [hy sinh cho gia

đình], presenting the transgression of the cultural norm that values virginity

and forbids its commodification as an altruistic act embedded in a reassuring

cultural norm.41 The use of the word “sacrifice” [hy sinh] allows the young

woman to somehow purge herself of part of the guilt and shame. Indeed,

she knows that the sale of this sexual commodity is socially condemned; how-

ever, faced with a false choice, she “voluntarily” accepts the transgression to

assist her parents. She uses the narrative of gratitude and duty to rationalize

her lack of choice and assuage feelings of shame. Through a discursive ploy,

the commodification of virginity loses its immoral dimension and becomes

a potent expression of gratitude towards the parents. The more benefit the

parents receive from the sale of their daughter’s virginity, the more likely it

is that the sale will be labeled a “sacrifice for the family,” and the seller a “duti-

ful child” [con có hiếu], a “child who shows gratitude towards his/her parents”

[con biết thương cha mẹ], or a “responsible child” [con có trách nhiệm].

Notions of praise for sacrificing dutiful daughters often allude to Thúy Kiều,

the pretty and talented young heroine who had to sacrifice herself to save

her family in the epic Tale of Kiều [Truyện Kiều or Kim Vân Kiều]. Written

by Nguyễn Du in the early nineteenth century, the poem is regarded as the

most compelling work in Vietnamese literature.42 To save her father and
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younger brother from imprisonment because of a falsified debt, Thúy Kiều

sells herself into marriage with a middle-aged man, not knowing that he is a

pimp, and is forced into prostitution.

Heather Montgomery’s work on child prostitution in Thailand has shown

that the children involved in commercial sex are not always guided simply by

the desire to eat rather than starve, but also by the desire for social esteem and

a sense of honor, or the approval of parents and significant others.43 In this

case study, the daughter’s identity is so closely tied to that of her mother,

and how her mother views her, that the mother’s threat of withdrawing

approval is incentive enough to compel her into agreeing “voluntarily” to

the virginity sale. The daughter’s rationalization of sacrifice can be seen as

her actively making choices between the bleak alternatives presented to her—

being labeled an “ungrateful” [bất hiếu] and bad child for not helping her

family, or selling her virginity and being praised as a good child.

The daughter expresses her agency by rebelling against her mother’s wishes,

but not by changing the game or refusing to play it. She does not share with

her mother all of the payments she receives from her clients. Certainly she

remits a significant portion of these payments to repay her parents’ debt, but

she keeps a small share for herself to spend discreetly in leisure activities. By

omitting details about her activities and revenues, she is not entirely honest

with her mother either. One day she won , VNĐ ($.) in the lottery,

but she told her mother that she had won , VNĐ ($.) to avoid paying

the difference. She told her mother repeatedly that she was not having an affair

with her “lover” when she went away with him.44

In addition, Xuân plays with her patrons. Although the men in these rela-

tionships have, at first, a sphere of power granted by their access to money and

resources, Xuân is able to counterbalance the initial asymmetrical power

dynamic by initiating encounters and by calibrating the level of satisfaction

and pleasure, and therefore, the men’s attachment. In doing so, she creates

her own sphere of affective power in which she is able to manipulate, deceive

and play with them, and ask for more gifts in cash and in kind. For example,

she presents different stories about herself to each of them. Indeed, if she per-

forms properly, regardless of whether her narrative is accurate or fictitious,

she appeals to the men and therefore their wallets. Xuân adapts skillfully

to each situation and knows how to change roles quickly, or how to manage
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narratives that blend truths and lies. Her goal is to gain as much material and

personal benefit as possible while amusing herself, or at least make life more

bearable, especially in those situations that her mother imposes on her. She

was certainly very unhappy about having to live with and provide sexual ser-

vices to the “later husband,” but even in that stressful situation shemanaged to

resist him, for instance by requesting services that obliged him to leave home.

Moreover, she behaves according to her reputation of a woman who has men

wrapped around her little finger, as she can juggle simultaneous and overlap-

ping relationships. By doing so, she obtains payments (gifts, services, trips,

and prestige) from each of them.

To sum up, Xuân is certainly constrained by the power of her mother who

confines her in the cultural narrative of gratitude and duty; however, she

resists and expresses agency in the arena circumscribed by both her mother

and her patrons. By doing so, she shows her “entrepreneurialism, determina-

tion and creativity.”45 This aspect is beautifully expressed by Tabet: “Human

plasticity appears constantly in the ability to extract something good for your-

self, even in unbearable situations, to resist in one way or another the oppres-

sion, to use the cards available to play with and to have fun.”46

P S Y C H O L O G I C A L A N D P H Y S I C A L V I O L E N C E

The use of violence is frequent among the families in the study sample, espe-

cially within households in which parents rely heavily on their children to

generate income. It is rather common to hear parents use a mix of vulgar lan-

guage and insults uttered in an authoritarian way when addressing their chil-

dren. Indeed, when the daughter’s revolt against maternal power degenerates

into open conflict, the mother quickly puts aside the narrative of gratitude and

duty that proves ineffective in this situation, and resorts to psychological and

physical violence. Violence is only effective in the short term, and only if the

daughter remains in physical proximity to her mother. As soon as she runs

away, to the province with the “lover” for instance, the mother loses her hold

over the daughter.

Violence is at first verbal. The mother swears at and harasses her daughter

by using the (unintentionally self-directed) expression “fuck your mother” [đụ
mẹ mày; đụ má mày], with several variations including paternal and maternal

grandparents; “dog whore” [con đĩ chó]; and “horny pussy” [nứng lồn]. These
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swear words express the violence that often prevails in the relationship between

the mother and daughter from the sample. Obviously the meaning cannot be

taken literally; the mother calls her daughter a “whore” so as to insult her, when

in fact she monitors and benefits from her daughter’s commodified sexuality.

Themother continually harasses her daughter on the slightest pretext: violating

an order, missing a payment, hiding and/or not sharing a gift, escaping to the

provinces or to Hồ Chí Minh City with the “lover.”

When psychological violence proves ineffective, the mother resorts to

physical violence. The daughter describes the punishment her mother has

inflicted on her since early childhood—pinching with pliers and beatings with

a bamboo stick, cane, plastic pipe, and electric cables. In addition, she displays

the self-inflicted slash scars on her forearms to me. According to her, these

mutilations are a way to show her “life experience” [trải đời] to other people.

The mother occasionally whips her daughter as well as her two-year-old

granddaughter in front of me. She severely reprimands the latter when she

disobeys and often threatens physical violence. One day, she attacked her

daughter who then pretended to attempt suicide by swallowing ten tablets

of antibiotics. She did not die, but she did become seriously ill. The daughter

recounts that when she was much younger, she ran away for a month after her

mother meted out severe punishment. She went to another district after cross-

ing the paddy fields barefoot, lived on the streets without money, and slept on

benches for several weeks.

The tension between the mother and daughter is palpable in the Nguyễn
family’s daily life. Tenderness alternates with violence, sadness with happi-

ness, storm with sunshine. Mother and daughter constantly fight with each

other to impose their wills and desires on each other in a tumultuous and

asymmetrical power dynamic. The daughter’s agency constantly challenges

the social norms that prescribe the relationship between mothers and daugh-

ters. Although the daughter cheats and lies to evade her mother’s control, she

remains under her influence as long as she is at home. This is why Xuân is

always keen to leave her hometown. The issue of attachment and dependency

between mother and daughter is critical. The love-hate aspect is the founda-

tion of their relationship, and it is central to understanding the power

dynamic. The daughter frequently displays disdain for her mother, but para-

doxically, she also displays the opposite response in emotionally-charged
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situations. The following account describes a scene that illustrates these kinds

of unexpected turnarounds as well as the deep attachment the daughter feels

for her mother, all of which may be expressed publicly and in dramatic fash-

ion. I organized a farewell lunch in a restaurant to thank the informants for

participating in my fieldwork. While some guests drank rice wine and ate

hot pot, others started to shout and dance. The mother dropped a bowl of

boiling broth that shattered and splashed onto her leg, inflicting minor burns.

The mother fainted, or pretended to do so, and panicked the guests. Her

friends and relatives rushed to help her. Her daughter Xuân rose immediately

and burst into tears. She became hysterical and lamented the misfortune that

had just befallen her mother. She screamed the love she felt for her mother,

and her deep fear of losing her. As the mother began to wake up and recover,

the daughter fainted and fell violently to the ground. She immediately became

the subject of all the attention that had just been lavished onto her mother.

Mother and daughter recovered half an hour later without physiological con-

sequences and continued drinking and partying as if nothing had happened.

F I C T I V E K I N S H I P A N D W E B S O F O B L I G A T I O N S

The mother relies on a third method of managing some of her daughter’s

commercial sexual relationships with men and of accessorily benefiting from

non-sexual relationships that the Nguyễns establish with outsiders. On two

occasions, the mother outlines her daughter’s relationships with patrons in

fictive kinship terms (“later husband” and “grandfather”). This has the dual

advantage of enabling her to commodify both the sexual and emotional labor

of her daughter in kin-based relationships and obligations, and to fend off

public suspicions of direct “sex-for-cash” arrangements.47

The first fictive kinship is the “later husband,” whom the mother assigns as

her daughter’s new husband after the departure of the “former husband.”

Designated as such, the “later husband” is expected to support his wife, and by

extension her whole family, since they live in the family house. This ensures that

the mother has access to a steady and regular flow of gifts and monetary contri-

butions. This ploy works as he actually provides cash and gifts on a regular basis.

Đức, the “grandfather,” becomes the material and symbolic benefactor not

only of the daughter but also of the family, given the central position of the
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mother as middlewoman in making arrangements. In practice, both mother

and daughter at times displayed the “sugar-daddy” type relationship between

Xuân and her “grandfather” as godfathership. The women use both reverent

attitudes and kinship terms to shape this impression. Xuân uses the pair of

terms “adoptive maternal grandfather-grandchild/niece from maternal line”

[ông ngoại nuôi-cháu ngoại] to address Đức and refer to herself.48 Moreover,

the mother asks her granddaughter to call Đức “great grandfather” [ông cố].
In Vietnamese, a young person addresses an old man or his/her grandfather

using the pronoun ông [grandfather]. This use does not create an obligation

unless the grandparents are the biological ones. So far, there is nothing atypi-

cal in using the pronoun ông ngoại. However, Xuân adds the suffix nuôi

[nurture/adoptive], as in “ông ngoại nuôi,” suggesting the ideas of supporting,
feeding, and educating. The old man sometimes uses the pronoun “father”

[tía] when talking to her, but rarely does he use the pronoun “grandfather”

[ông] to refer to himself. He refuses to play their game although he often

acts as real kin towards the daughter and her mother. The strategy of the

mother (and indirectly of the daughter) is to give the impression that

this relationship is not transactional and sexually oriented, but rather, a

genuine and benevolent bond between a “generous man” [quý nhân] and his

granddaughter. This strategy is doubly advantageous. On the one hand, mother

and daughter receive regular and generous donations from him. On the other

hand, they obfuscate perceptions of the true nature of this relationship. Indeed,

distant acquaintances think that Đức is effectively Xuân’s real grandfather or
godfather while close neighbors and friends know full well that the relation-

ship is not biological. It is therefore an open secret among them.

The mother uses kinship terms in another context in attempts to generate

moral obligations in relationships that do not necessarily involve commodi-

fied sex. I was very close to the granddaughter, Phượng, during the fieldwork
period, and Xuân’s mother suggested that she call me “adoptive father” [cha

nuôi] when she should actually call me “maternal uncle” or “paternal uncle”

[cậu or bác]. Both the parents and their daughter hoped that I would be more

involved in her care, that is, that I would commit to supporting her by bring-

ing clothes, food, and medicine when she was sick, or better still, that I would

become a real adoptive father by taking her to Europe with me. They made
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this request several times but always in a casual tone, almost jokingly, as if the

mother wanted to study my reaction. The Nguyễns used the same strategy

with a European tourist who, during a trip to their hometown years ago,

met the son Tâm when he was an adolescent. The man felt affection for the

child and gave his mother a stipend to cover the boy’s expenses. The mother

then started to consider him her son’s “adoptive father” [cha nuôi]. The

Nguyễns have kept in touch with this individual for years by sending affec-

tionate letters with updates, delicately describing their economic difficulties

to provoke sympathy and compassion in the hopes of obtaining a remittance.

These letters are subtly written; no request is ever made directly.49 On his side,

the European tourist keeps an amicable relationship with the family but noth-

ing more. He often promises to come to visit them but he never does. What

matters most for the mother is that he never sends any money.

Conclusion

This essay has explored how one family commodifies the sexuality and emo-

tional labor of the daughter for the interests of the family. The case study pre-

sented above illustrates the ways in which a commodified sexual economy

occurs in the context of an indebted and economically vulnerable household.

In this family, sex is one of the resources employed to ameliorate the debt

incurred. The study shows the ways in which the mother provides, initiates,

and maintains the conditions for the sexual commodification of her daughter

through the power situated within the mother-daughter relationship and the

cultural narrative of gratitude and duty. Further, this case study discusses the

various types of relationships that the daughter is involved in, demonstrating

that analyses focused solely on direct “sex-for-cash” exchanges cannot fully cap-

ture these complex configurations. Thus, it makes more sense to use the “trans-

actional sex”model that takes into account both sexual and emotional labor. In

accepting this framework, it becomes clear that public perceptions and the self-

perceptions of the women involved must be reconsidered. This framework also

has implications for how campaigners and representatives of social services

frame “prostitution” and “sexual exploitation,” and their consequent programs

for intervening in the lives of the women involved in such activities.

Firstly, both mother and daughter reject labeling their activities as “prosti-

tution” [mãi dâm] or direct “sex-for-cash” transactions. The daughter does
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not view herself as a “prostitute” [người bán dâm], and the mother does not

see herself as a broker or “pimp” [ma cô]. In addition, there exist hierarchies

of power and prestige among sex providers in the study site and the position

that mother and daughter maintain fits within these structures.50 On one

hand, the Nguyễns’ close neighbors and family acquaintances at times criticize

the daughter’s promiscuity. On the other hand, the daughter’s friends who sell

sex on the streets perceive her as someone who has a higher status because she

does not have to resort to street sex. She is able to simultaneously handle mul-

tiple relationships with men in her hometown or in the province who provide

gifts and services in return. These tangible markers of status are a source of

admiration and envy rather than condemnation. Rather than being a source

of criticism, her promiscuity grants her prestige and demarcates her from

her friends who work as “true” prostitutes. Xuân does not identify with these

“low women,” and conversely, they do not identify with her. As in the case of

prostituted children in Thailand studied by Montgomery, “in their classifica-

tory system, there is a distinction between those who have no power to refuse

or negotiate and those who do.”51 Xuân claims some sense of control over the

men and over their world, something that, in her view, street prostitutes lack.

Secondly, popular views about children and childhood inform perceptions

about “forced” child prostitution. The conventional view is that children are

vulnerable, dependent, and susceptible to manipulation by adults.52 In this

argument, children would not choose prostitution. Instead, an adult must

have forced them into it. O’Connell Davidson argues that this has led to

“extremely simplistic ideas about the nature of the problem and appropriate

policy responses to it.” As a consequence, the attention is turned towards

the individual morality of those who force children to prostitute, namely

“the world’s best-beloved folk devils—pedophiles, perverts, homosexuals,

pimps, mafia thugs, human traffickers, heartless and greedy parents.”53 In

the field notes presented in this essay, the mother appears to be the scheming

and greedy parent who forces her daughter to sell her virginity and to engage

in commodified sexual relationships in order to reap the material benefits for

her household and herself (although Xuân was at that time standing at the dis-

puted boundary of childhood and adulthood). This essay has focused on the

turbulent relationship between the mother and the daughter, simply because

in all four families of the sample, the father’s management of child-related
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issues was nonexistent. For the Nguyễn family, the father’s involvement in

household affairs is undoubtedly dominant from an economic perspective as

he is the sole breadwinner. But he appears completely—and enigmatically—

absent when it comes to managing issues related to his children, for instance

his daughter’s commercial sexual activities and his wife’s direct or indirect

appropriation of their daughter’s profits.

The crux of the matter is that because the Vietnamese state and interna-

tional campaigners have framed prostitution and sexual exploitation in a par-

ticular way, they find themselves unable to adequately deal with the messy

ambiguities that I have highlighted in this case study. Under current state pol-

icy vis-à-vis prostitution in Vietnam, the daughter would be labeled a “prosti-

tute” (a sub-category of “social evils” [tệ nạn xã hội]), or as a “victim of sexual

exploitation” [nạn nhân bị bóc lột tình dục]. If her case were to be identified

as such by the local authorities, she could either be arrested and sent to a

government-sponsored shelter for moral and social reeducation, or sent to

an internationally-sponsored shelter if her case were to be considered sexual

exploitation. Campaigners would undoubtedly consider her to be exploited

by her mother, who sold her virginity while she was still underage and who

has initiated and monitored her relationships with men to collect profit. From

their perspective, the daughter is irrevocably a “victim of sexual exploitation.”

However, the study shows that the daughter has rationalized her own actions

and those of her mother based on the acceptance that the family’s interests

should come before her own. Her acts of resistance are directed against being

in relationships with men that her mother chooses and having to give all her

income to her mother to cover her mother’s gambling addiction and support

the family. These acts are not directly against commodified sexual relation-

ships or the commodification of her body, as she willingly engages in sexual

liaisons with other men. At the same time, she manipulates the relationships

she has with men for her own interests. In addition, Xuân refuses to find a sta-

ble job and be a real mother to her daughter, who is in fact being looked after

by Xuân’s parents. On the one hand, she struggles against her mother’s power

over her. On the other hand, she gives into the temptation of earning an

income through engaging in commodified sexual relationships. It is clear

that the simplistic argument that she is a “victim of sexual exploitation” does

not hold.
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A B S T R A C T

This essay explores how the family commodifies the sexuality and emotional

labor of the daughter for the interests of the family. The case study presented

above illustrates the ways in which a commodified sexual economy occurs in the

context of an indebted and economically vulnerable household in An Giang

Province (Mekong Delta, southern Vietnam). In this family, “transactional sex” is

one of the resources employed to ameliorate the debt incurred. The study shows

the ways in which the mother provides, initiates, andmaintains the conditions for

the sexual commodification of her daughter through the power situated within

the mother-daughter relationship and the narrative of gratitude and duty.

K E Y W O R D S : Commodification of sexuality, transactional sex, emotional

labor, debt, family, filial piety, Mekong Delta, Vietnam

Notes

. Xuân, letter to her parents (my translation), March , , An Giang Province.

The author (Xuân) gave the letter to me. All names have been changed and the

exact location of the study will not be disclosed for the purpose of anonymity.

. I use the word “commodified” in the phrases “commodified sexual relationship,”

“commodified sexuality,” and “commodified sexual economy” to encompass the

spectrum of relationships where there is a trade or transaction of sex and
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emotional labor for payment in cash or in kind. For ease of reading, I have not

used the inverted commas in the text.

. On the governance of prostitution since Đổi Mới reforms, see Nguyễn-võ
Thu-hương, The Ironies of Freedom: Sex, Culture, and Neoliberal Governance in

Vietnam (Seattle: University of Washington Press, ); Christophe Robert,

“Social Evils” and the Question of Youth in Post-War Saigon (doctoral

dissertation, Cornell University, ). On the sex industry in rural settings, see

Nguyễn Vũ Thương, Khưu Văn Nghĩa, Lương Thu Trâm et al., “HIV in Female

Sex Workers in Five Border Provinces of Vietnam,” Sexually Transmitted

Infections , no.  (December ): –.

. Heather Montgomery, Modern Babylon? Prostituting Children in Thailand,

(New York: Berghahn Books, ), ; Julia O’Connell Davidson, Children in

the Global Sex Trade (Cambridge: Polity Press, ), .

. I borrow the concept of “intimate ethnography” from Heidi Hoefinger,

“Professional Girlfriends: An Ethnography of Sexuality, Solidarity and

Subculture in Cambodia,” Cultural Studies , no.  (March ): –

(). See also Anurima Banerji and Ilaria Distante, “An Intimate

Ethnography,”Women and Performance: A Journal of Feminist Theory , no. 

(March ): –.

. The data collected was the result of fifteen months of fieldwork conducted in

An Giang Province (western part of the Mekong Delta), between June  and

September . I collected the data using classic ethnographic methods:

participant observation, informal discussion and occasional semi-structured

interviews, and collection of written and other types of documents (maps,

kinship genealogy, letters, news clips, law decrees, and so forth).

. Ian Walters, Sex Work in Vietnam (unpublished manuscript), chapter .

. Ibid.

. Nguyễn Thu Hương, Rape Experiences and the Limits of Women’s Agency in

Contemporary Post-Reform Vietnam (doctoral dissertation, University of

Amsterdam, ).

. Ramona Vijeyarasa, “The State, the Family and Language of ‘Social Evils’:

Re-stigmatizing Victims of Trafficking in Vietnam,” Culture, Health and

Sexuality , no.  (November ): –.

. Lã Mạnh Cường and Philip Martin explore the social and cultural relationship

between masculinity and virginity, and how perceptions and meanings change

among young urban people. In a provocative article,Đinh Trọng Hiếu analyzes
changes in attitudes related to virginity by looking at the hymen falsification

industry in a context of the increasing proliferation of plastic surgery services.

See Lã Mạnh Cường, How Virginity Enhances Masculinity: An Exploratory

Study in Hanoi, Vietnam (master’s thesis, San Francisco State University, );
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Philip Martin, “‘These Days Virginity is Just a Feeling’: Heterosexuality and

Change in Young Urban Vietnamese Men,” Gender, Health and Sexuality ,

no. S (April ): –; Đinh Trọng Hiếu, “Vraies et Fausses Vierges au
Việt Nam. La Falsification Corporelle en Question” [Real and Fake Virgins in

Vietnam. Questioning Body Falsification], Extrême-Orient Extrême-Occident

[Far-East Far-West] no.  (October ): –.

. Nicolas Lainez, “La Vente de la Virginité Chez les Vietnamiens du Cambodge:

Une Stratégie Familiale d’Avancement Économique” [The Virginity Trade

Among the Vietnamese in Cambodia: A Family Strategy for Economic

Advancement], Carnets du Vietnam [Notes from Vietnam] no.  (April ):

–.

. Birgitta Rubenson, Lê ThịHạnh, Bengt Höjer, and Eva Johansson, “Young Sex-

Workers in Ho Chi Minh City Telling Their Life Stories,” Childhood , no. 

(August ): –; Lisa Grazina Johnston, Behavioral Surveillance Using

Respondent Driven Sampling Among Commercial Sex Workers in Ho Chi Minh

City, Vietnam (doctoral dissertation, Tulane University School of Public Health

and Tropical Medicine, Louisiana, ).

. I draw the concept from Arlie Russell Hochschild, The Managed Heart:

Commercialization of Human Feeling (Berkeley: University of California Press,

[] ). Her ethnography explores the performance and commodification

of human emotion and feelings expressed by American flight attendants and

bill collectors. Emotional labor is particularly important in professions related

to domestic service, health, professional acting, and some forms of prostitution,

such as escorting or the “girlfriend experience.” For an extensive discussion

about the “girlfriend experience,” see the fascinating work by Elizabeth

Bernstein, Temporarily Yours: Intimacy, Authenticity, and the Commerce of Sex

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, ).

. Kimberly Kay Hoang, “She’s Not a Low-Class Dirty Girl!”: SexWork in Ho Chi

Minh City, Vietnam,” Journal of Contemporary Ethnography , no.  (August

): –.

. Hochschild, The Managed Heart.

. Walters, Sex Work in Vietnam, chapter . The author cites Barbara Watson

Andaya, “From TemporaryWife to Prostitute: Sexuality and Economic Change

in Early Modern Southeast Asia,” Journal of Women’s History , no.  (Winter

): –. This concept was introduced to the historical literature on gender

relations in Southeast Asia a few years before in Anthony Reid, “Female Roles in

Pre-Colonial Southeast Asia,” Modern Asian Studies , no.  (July ):

–; and in Anthony Reid, Slavery, Bondage and Dependency in Southeast

Asia (Santa Lucia: University of Queensland Press, ).

. Walters, Sex Work in Vietnam, chapter .
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. O’Connell Davidson, Children in the Global Sex Trade, ; Paola Tabet, La

Grande Arnaque: Sexualité des Femmes et Echange Economico-Sexuel [The Big

Deception: Women, Sexuality and Sexual-Economic Exchange] (Paris:

L’Harmattan, ), –. See also Hoefinger, “Professional Girlfriends,” .

. O’Connell Davidson, Children in the Global Sex Trade, –; Tabet, La Grande

Arnaque.

. The concept is developed by Mark Hunter, “The Materiality of Everyday Sex:

Thinking Beyond ‘Prostitution,’” African Studies , no.  (July ): –.

See also Kristin L. Dunkle, Rachel K. Jewkes, Heather C. Brown, et al.,

“Transactional Sex Among Women in Soweto, South Africa: Prevalence, Risk

Factors and Association With HIV Infection,” Social Science and Medicine ,

no.  (October ) –; Kristin L. Dunkle, Rachel Jewkes, Mzikazi

Nduna, et al., “Transactional Sex and Economic Exchange With Partners

Among Young South African Men in the Rural Eastern Cape: Prevalence,

Predictors, and Associations with Gender-Based Violence,” Social Science and

Medicine , no.  (September ): –. See also Hoefinger,

“Professional Girlfriends,” .

. Hunter, “TheMateriality of Everyday Sex,” , cited in Hoefinger. “Professional

Girlfriends,”. SeealsoO’ConnellDavidson,Children in theGlobal SexTrade, .

. The mingling of intimate personal relations and the conduct of economic

activity is extensively developed by Viviana Zelizer, The Purchase of Intimacy

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, ).

. Ibid., .

. Ibid., .

. Although the initial bet for bingo is relatively low, , VNĐ ($.), a player

can lose up to , VNĐ ($.) in a day, a considerable sum for a rural

household like the Nguyễn’s. The mother also buys lottery tickets on a daily

basis and likes to gamble in the illegal lottery of the “written number” [số đề],
a game in which the player bets on the last two numbers of the first prize of the

national lottery. This game is very popular because it offers better chances of

winning than the state-run lottery. The mother does not consider gambling an

addiction that damages the family economy, but rather, as a business that brings

income to the family.

. In , the exchange rate was approximately USD = , VNĐ, whereas in
 it was ,VNĐ to the dollar. I use the average rate of $ = ,VNĐ
for all the figures.

. The reason the “former husband” became angry with Xuân was because he

wanted to sell their twelve-month-old child for ,, VNĐ ($,) for

adoption to pay off his debts. He tried to convince his wife that after selling

their baby they could have another one. But Xuân refused by claiming that the
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child belonged to her, and that childbirth had been a painful experience for her,

and therefore she did not want to sell it. The issue of commodification of

humans, in this case child-selling for adoption, will be discussed elsewhere.

A preliminary discussion has been published in Nicolas Lainez, Transacted

Children and Virginity: Ethnography of Ethnic Vietnamese in Phnom Penh

(HCMC: Alliance Anti-Trafic, June ), ftp://ftp.allianceantitrafic.org/

alliancea/Research_reports/ (accessed November , ).

. Xuân’s daughter refers to Tượng as father [cha] when she sees him in photos.

. For instance, Đức came to Xuân’s house one afternoon and Xuân offered him

food and hippocampus wine known for its aphrodisiac effects. They both drank

a few glasses and left suddenly to go downtown. Xuân did not reappear until the

evening.

. I refer to Quê as the “lover” because Xuân’s mother did not define the

relationship between him and her daughter in kinship terms, and because he

and Xuân seemed to enjoy the relationship.

. A ploy that degenerated into serious conflict with the mother illustrates this

tension. Xuân wanted to leave with Quê. To do so, she arranged a three-day trip

to HồChíMinh City. She asked her parents for permission to work [đi làm] in a

coffee shop and promised to give them her full pay. Quê gently and opportunely

proposed that he accompany her and that they would travel there on his

motorcycle to save on transportation costs. He also offered to be her guide in

town. The father gave his daughter , VNĐ ($.) before she left.

The couple returned home four days later. Upon her return, Xuân gave her

mother , VNĐ ($.), supposedly three days’ pay. She explained to her

mother that she left the coffee shop because the boss mistreated her. The

mother became furious and blamed her daughter for having left with Quê, for

not having earned any money during those four days (and spending her father’s

money on top of that), for leading a “life of debauchery” [ăn chơi], and for

having a relationship with a family friend. She argued with her daughter in front

of me: “Why did you come back? Why didn’t you stay in Sài Gòn to work?

We told you not to go, but you wanted to go, and you still went. You made an

excuse to go out for fun. You brought , VNĐ ($.) with you, and you

came back with ,VNĐ ($.). You left with an old man, and you return

with him, so obviously people will say that you live with him? Do you want me

to commit suicide right here and right now, or what?” Xuân became angry and

retorted that she did not want to be insulted, and that next time she would leave

for good.

. Hoefinger, “Professional Girlfriends,” .

. I draw this typology of public display from Zelizer, The Purchase of Intimacy,

; and from Tabet, La Grande Arnaque, –.
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. The informal credit sector strangles the debtor in the high interest rates, as

reflected in the popular expression “lending money that cuts throat” [cho vay

tiền cắt cổ]. The Nguyễns rely on a variety of credit institutions and sources:

credit associations [hội in the north; hụi in the south], a private bank, relatives,

and informal moneylenders. Two types of informal credit prevail in the study

site for the poorest. The first is the “collected money” [tiền góp]. Here the debtor

reimburses the loan and the interest on a daily basis for twenty-four days (lunar

cycle). For a loan of , VNĐ ($.), the borrower pays , VNĐ
($.) daily, or , VNĐ ($.). The interest is ordinarily fixed at 

percent over twenty-four days. The secondmodel is the “standing money” [tiền

đứng]. Here the debtor pays the interest per day and the capital is to be

reimbursed on the due date. For , VNĐ ($.) borrowed, the borrower

pays ,VNĐ ($.) in interest daily, or an average of , VNĐ ($.)

or  percent per month. Here the interest period ends when the creditor

reimburses the capital.

. Before his arrival, the family used to “hide and sneak, hide and creep” [trốn chui

trốn nhủi] (their expression) by going to a neighbor’s house. The expression is

sometimes used to describe a rat escaping and digging a hole to hide from

danger.

. Trần Văn Liêu, La Piété Filiale Comme Fondement du Droit de Famille

Annamite d’Après le Code de Gia-Long et Celui des Lê [Filial Piety as a Base of

the Annamese Family Law According to the Gia Long and Lê Codes] (Paris:

Robert Guillon, ); Đinh Văn Trung, La Psychologie du Paysan du Delta.

Étude sur la Culture Vietnamienne [The Psychology of the Farmer from the

Delta. Study on Vietnamese Culture] (doctoral dissertation, University Paris V,

); Đỗ Lâm Chi Lan, La Mère et l’Enfant Dans le Vietnam d’Autrefois [The

Mother and the Child in Vietnam in the Past] (Paris: L’Harmattan, ); Neil

L. Jamieson, Understanding Vietnam (Berkeley: University of California Press,

); Walters, Sex Work in Vietnam, chapter . Filial piety expressed through

the sacrifice and selling of oneself is the central topic in Nguyễn Du, Kim-Vân-

Kiều (Paris: Gallimard/Unesco, ).

. Several scholars present this set of obligations as a “debt of filiation.” See for

instance Trần Văn Liêu, La Piété Filiale, ;Đinh Văn Trung, La Psychologie du

Paysan du Delta, ; Đỗ Lâm Chi Lan, La Mère et l’Enfant, ; Walters, Sex

Work in Vietnam, chapter . The same narrative prevails among women and

children involved in commercial sex from the region. See for instance the

following quote in Montgomery,Modern Babylon, : “The children, however,

give very different reasons for doing what they do. They claim that they become

and remain prostitutes out of duty and love to their parents, that they have a

moral debt to their parents for bearing and raising them; a duty known in Thai
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as bun khun. This is the debt of gratitude that children owe to their parents, and

especially to their mothers, for their existence.” See also Marjorie A. Muecke,

“Mother Sold Food, Daughter Sells her Body: The Cultural Continuity of

Prostitution,” Social Science and Medicine , no.  (October ): –;

Grégory Kourilsky, “Note sur la Piété Filiale en Asie du Sud-Est Theravādin: La
Notion de ‘Gun’” [Note on Filial Piety in Southeast Asia Theravādin: The
Concept of ‘Gun’], Aséanie no.  (January ): –.

. Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice (Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press, ).

. Xuân, letter to her parents (my translation), March , , An Giang

Province.

. For a detailed description of the decision process of one Vietnamese family

from Cambodia to sell the virginity of two daughters as a strategy for household

economic advancement, see Lainez, “La Vente de la Virginité chez les

Vietnamiens du Cambodge.”

. Nguyễn Du, Kim-Vân-Kiều.

. Montgomery, Modern Babylon, –.

. The trip with the “lover” to Hồ Chí Minh City described in endnote  is a

blatant lie. She claims to “go to work” [đi làm] while in fact she “goes to play”

[đi chơi].
. Hoefinger, “Professional Girlfriends,” .

. Tabet, La Grande Arnaque,  (my translation).

. Heather Montgomery notes the same pattern among families whose children

engage in commercial sex in Thailand: “It is also obvious that by constructing

prostitution as a form of reciprocity, the children can see prostitution as

something other than the anonymous and obscene selling of sex. As a

consequence of this, prostitution no longer has to be seen as the shameful public

vice that so many outside their community see it as: it can be explained away in

terms of reciprocal arrangements.” See Montgomery, Modern Babylon, .

. It is likely that the daughter uses the pronoun ông ngoại [grandfather from the

maternal line] because her mother establishes this relationship; therefore the

pronoun refers to her “maternal” side [ngoại].
. Here is an excerpt from a letter signed by Tâm but written by the mother and

sent to the man in early : “Presently I work hard to save money to help my

parents [. . .] The money I earn here every day is immediately spent to help my

family. My parents are old and sick, and they can hardly work. Since I am the

eldest son of the family, I have to take care of everything. Here are just a few

words about my family, so you know how they are and how things are going

[. . .] I would be very happy if I could see you this year when you will come back

to Vietnam, and I would be even happier if you would visit my family” (my
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translation). The subtlety of similar correspondence between foreign visitors and

“bar-girls” has been studied in the context of sex tourism in Thailand. See, for

instance, Erik Cohen, “Lovelorn Farangs: The Correspondence between Foreign

Men and Thai Girls,”Anthropological Quarterly , no.  (July ): –; and

David Walker and Richard Ehrlich, Hello My Big Big Honey! Love Letters to

Bangkok Bar Girls and Their Revealing Interviews (Bangkok: Dragon Dance,

).

. Several authors have pointed out hierarchies among commercial sex providers.

For differentiations among children involved in commercial sex in Thailand,

see Montgomery, Modern Babylon, ; and Bernstein, Temporarily Yours.

. Montgomery, Modern Babylon, .

. Several works deal with the issue of prostituted children constructed as

object/victims or subjects. See for instance, Nicolas Lainez, “Representing Sex

Trafficking? The Victim Staged,” in Anti-Trafficking, Human Rights, and Social

Justice, ed. Tiantian Zheng (New York: Routledge, ), –; Montgomery,

Modern Babylon; O’Connell Davidson, Children in the Global Sex Trade, .

. O’Connell Davidson, Children in the Global Sex Trade, .
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