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and Change — a Case Study from Vietnam

NEIL DOYLE

§ This case study from Southern Vietnam explores three themes tha
are relevant to current debates on men, masculinities and gender rela
tions in development. First, how the constructions of gender, to whicly
both women and men widely subscribe, facilitate and constrain the
individual agency of women and men in different ways and to varyiny,
extents. Second, how within this discursive landscape, which allots
power and associated sexual privilege on the basis of gender, there still
remains social space for considerable diversity. Looking particularly af
the varicty of men’s attitudes and behaviour, I make the case that il
men are a problem it is certainly not a#/ men a#/ of the time. In addition
to the contrast between the consistency of gender construction and the
diversity of lived realities, the third theme 1 want to explore is that
sexual desire should not be theorized away as an entirely social construc
tion devoid of a material component. I draw upon feminist frameworks
to explore this relationship between the material and subjective aspects
of masculinity. The nature of male sexual desire and its role in men’s
behaviour is particularly relevant to health interventions that aim to
challenge existing male sexual practices.

Well, why do dogs lick their balls? It’s simple — because they can.
It is, of course, an old joke, but one that still makes men and women
laugh, perhaps because it reflects an element of truth — how men aspire
to satisfy their sexual desircs when in a position to do so. After sug-
gesting this to several friends as a title for a chapter discussing male
sexuality, it seems that it appeals to both women and men. Those who
locate themselves in the feminist movement liked it since it fits many of
the caricatures of men that they are used to. Perhaps surprisingly, male
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(riends also seemed to find it appropriate since they could ident.lf}f with
(e role of sexual desire in their behaviour. Needless to say it is not
meant as a slur against Vietnamese men (even though may.be asdsf light-
hearted dig at men in general). T myself found very llttl.e istance
Lerween the fears, hopes, aspirations and desires of the male mforma}ms
and my own. What we had in common was much 1bnore Lhan’w 1af[
(ifferentiated us. Indeed, one common theme in male mf(.)rn:mnts nal—
catives is the perception that there is a bond of ‘“sexual desn-e' 1 that Lmk;
men. As one informant put it after confiding to me ?bout his fvee en
away from his regular partner with a sex-worker: Well, we're men,
g ? e

‘.]Lg: \\:}Tﬂt has it to do with men, masculinities and gender relations: in
development? One of the themes of this chapter is how the COIEH-I;-C{U;:
of gender identities subscribed to by both men au?d women ac1‘1 ates
certain male sexual behaviour (not quite licking of testicles, bl;lt some-
thing along those lines). Examining both women’s and.men 8 se'zual
narratives of regular and irregular partners I want to 1]1ustr;.1tc ,,OW
these gendered discursive formations ‘enable’ men to act in ‘cerltcu? *}&\ a;ys.
This is by no means to suggest that men are helpless victims of g
monic ideas of masculinity. Far from it, men can and do make dlffcrfem
choices about their actions. And this leads on to the secon.d contrasting
theme of this chapter: how within the prevailing discursive landsc.ape
there is considerable social space for diversity of thought and action.
Overall it is a story of both consistency and diversity. .

A third theme I wish to present is how ‘desire’ needs to be 1.ncluded
in an analysis of male sexuality. A description of gendered chs'co:rse
tells us a lot about how men can dominate women sexual]y, but it Tes
not necessarily tell us why. ‘The radical feminist un?lys_rs suggest?f 13;
men, consciously and unconsciously, use their sexuality in the s}ervmc 3
their general social interest. Male sexuality is seen as one furtlwr, and,
sometimes, the main weapon by which men attempt to contro Ren
and maintain male domination’ (Edley and Wetherell 1995: 187). j[he
danger of looking rowards purely social explanations of sexual behavroulr
is that ‘sex’ itself can get lost among all the theory. As Vance s it
when discussing social construction theory: ‘to the extent [IlﬂF ‘soual
construction theory grants that sexual acts, identities and even desire aie
mediated by cultural and historical factors, the object of study — sexualiry
— becomes evanescent and threatens to disappear’ (Vance, 1989: 21). In
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my interpreration of the data, women are subjugated sexually by men,
but often sex is the end racher than the means. Many men perceive sexunl
gratification (albeit mediated by social considerations) as a key driver 1o
their behaviour. Central to the discussion of the role of male desire
must be the relationship between the material aspects of the male body

and the subjective aspects of masculinity that shape the lived realities of

men. Feminist writing offers a range of perspectives thar can help in
exploring this relationship.

An important outcome of second-wave feminism was the separation
of sex from gender. However, this dichotomy itself can be problematic
for theorizing the material aspects of the body.

Just as various theories of the body seem forced to perceive the body
either as wholly determining (biology is destiny) or wholly determined
(the extremes of constructionism), women’s experience tends ro be
understood as either completely innocent of patriarchal discourses, and
thus capable of undermining such discourses or wholly consrituted by
them. The fates of women and the body are apparently (if somewhat
mysteriously) inextricably linked. (Cahill 2001: 80)

S0 it is with men too; the fare of men and their sexed bodies are
inextricably linked. What | explore later in this chapter is the nature of
this linkage.

ORIGINS OF THE RESEARCH

The starting point of this research case study was a project by CARE
International in three southern provinces of Viernam: An Giang, Soc
Trang and Ba Ria/Vung Tau. The project, entitled ‘Men in the Know’,
developed sexuality training for men to promote safer sex within
relationships as well as a trial of the training package with 2,000 men.
The training took the form of participatory workshops that focused on
two broad areas: first, imparting knowledge on the physiology of sex;
and, second, challenging the sociocultural factors that shape sexual
encounters (Doyle 2000). This case study uses data from the research
component of the project.

CARE International’s focus on men arose from a previous project;
‘Assertiveness Training Skills for Women for Protection from HIV/
AIDS’. During this, participants expressed a desire for their partners to
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receive training in women’s sexuality and safer sex in general. The
desire to engage with men was an instrumental one, where the rationale
was improving the lives of women rather than seeing men as gendered
beings needing attention.

In the original funding proposal there is no clear, explicit model of
male or female sexuality. In its opening section, the proposal states:
‘men have low expectations of sexual satisfaction within permanent
relationships, and a poor understanding of the mechanism of their (or
their partners’) bodies. Little wonder that 54% go to prostitutes for
“exciting” sex on a bi-weekly basis’ (CARE International in Vietnam
199%: 1). Not only is this sensationalist statistic highly questionable in
the light of later research, but it clearly casts men (a category of btiothe]
frequenters) as the health problem that needs to be dealt with. If inter-
ventions are to remain located in the ‘woman as victim, men as problem’
discourse (Cornwall 2000: 21), it will limit the scope for engaging with
men in constructive dialogues on sexuality.

Although this research supports the view that women’s health and
overall happiness are at risk from the behaviour of men, it also suggests
ways to engage with men in a more constructive fashion.

A NOTE ON METHODOLOGY

Guttmann, in his analysis of masculinity in Mexico, draws upon
Gramsci's concept of contradictory consciousness. He describes it as a
way ‘to orient our examinations of popular understandings, identities,
and practices in relation to dominant understandings, identities and
practices’ (Guttmann 1996: 14). [ have also found it a useful framework
within which to examine the data from Vietnam. The dominant gendered
discursive formations which I will go on to describe are a form of
hegemonic ideology. In contrast to this, the lived reality of people’s
lives produces contradictions in how people live out gender roles. In
Vietnam, as in Mexico City, ‘the very indeterminacy and ambiguity of
social life provides an opportunity for both men and women to negotiate
male identities’ (Guttmann 1996: 23).

To bring out the relationship between structure and agency as well
as that of biological sex and gender (as previously discussed), the
methodology needs to address not only the domain of the individual
but also the broader social structures and institutions within which


































