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Introduction

During two periods of fieldwork (1994–5 and 2000–1) in the northern rural
Vietnamese commune of Thinh Tri,1 it was unnerving increasingly to realize
that violence not only pervades the history of the whole of Vietnam but even
contemporary social life.2 Taking Arthur Kleinman’s argument into account
that ‘the study of the violences of everyday life is significant, because it
offers an alternative view of human conditions that may give access to fun-
damental, if deeply disturbing, processes of social organization’ (Kleinman,
2000: 238), this article analyses violent interactions between Thinh Tri boys
and their fathers or grandfathers.

Bringing up boys by including corporal punishment refers to men’s
position and can be recognized as a ‘way of claiming or asserting masculini-
ty’ (Connell, 1995: 83; Moore, 1994). Violent intergenerational practices
between grandfathers, fathers and their grandsons or sons, I would suggest,
emerge as tangible manifestations of a masculine discourse3 that refracts the
meaning of a child’s right of bodily and mental integrity, in terms of not
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being beaten (among other things) (UNICEF, 2000). This masculine dis-
course is composed of a tradition of patrilineal ancestor worship, ideas about
‘honour’ (danh du), and assumptions about ‘hot’ (nong) and ‘cool’ (lanh)
bodies. Vietnam’s recent involvement in wars, in addition, informs the mas-
culine discourse (see Das and Kleinman, 2000; Schmidt and Schröder,
2001).4

Vietnam has enacted legislation that prohibits any physical violence
against women and children. The country was the first in Asia and the sec-
ond in the world to ratify the Convention on the Rights of the Child (i.e. in
1990). In doing so, Vietnam officially supported a child’s right to be protect-
ed from any harm (UNICEF, 2000; Vu Ngoc Binh, 1995). Even though vio-
lent behaviour is strongly condemned officially by Vietnam, Vietnamese
researchers refer to a ‘major gap’ (UNICEF, 2000; Vu Manh Loi et al., 1999:
20) between the laws against violence, and the extent to which these laws
have been implemented in Vietnamese society (Le Thi Phuong Mai,
1998:16–17; Penal Code, 1989; UNICEF, 2000; Vietnam Women’s Union
and Centre for Women Studies, 1989).

Only limited research has been carried out on violence in Vietnam
both as regards the victims and the perpetrators of violence (Le Thi Quy,
1992; Vu Manh Loi et al., 1999).5 Available research on violence in Vietnam,
combined with my own data from the local field site, indicate that men more
so than women are the perpetrators of violence. Men occasionally beat their
wives but rarely their daughters; boys beat other children but especially
boys; and boyfriends abuse their girlfriends. Even mothers smack or beat
their children, but this is especially the case with respect to their daughters
and more rarely their sons (Hoang Ba Thinh, 1999; Le Thi Phuong Mai,
1998; Le Thi Quy, 1992; Vu Manh Loi et al., 1999; United Nations, 2000;
Women’s Union of Vietnam, 1997; World Bank, 1999).6

However, both Thinh Tri fathers and mothers mentioned the necessity
of using the stick when bringing up children. One respondent, for example,
noted: ‘Some people think if they do not threaten their children with the
stick or use it, children will not learn to fear their parents, and might even be
spoiled.’ In my findings, women in particular threaten children with the stick
while men carry out the actual physical punishment, especially of boys
(Rydstrøm, 2003a).7

Thinh Tri commune

Thinh Tri is located in the Red River Delta of northern Vietnam in the
province of Ha Tay and consists of about 12,000 inhabitants, who belong to
the majority group of the Vietnamese population (i.e. the Kinh). Virtually all
inhabitants are farmers even though many adult household members also
have small-scale jobs (see Tran Thi Van Anh and Le Ngoc Hung, 2000).8

People usually live in three-generation, patrilineally organized households,
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meaning that after marriage, a young woman will move from her parental
home to live with her husband and his parents. Though as elsewhere in
Vietnam, three-generation households are increasingly challenged by the
growth of nuclear families (Luong, 1992; Rydstrøm, 2003a; Werner, 2004).

As any other commune in Vietnam, Thinh Tri is governed by a local
People’s Committee (Uy ban nhan dan). The People’s Committee closely
cooperates with the Communist Party (Dang cong san), which is expected to
guarantee the ideological line of the commune. Communes even have ‘Mass
Unions’ (hoi) such as, for instance, the Veterans’ Union (Hoi cuu chien binh)
and the Women’s Union (Hoi phu nu) and even a Reconciliation Committee
(Uy ban hoa giai). The People’s Committee and the Party together imple-
ment the doi moi (renovation) policy; a policy introduced in 1986 aimed at
maintaining socialism in a market-oriented economy. In all, the doi moi poli-
cy has led to rapid processes of societal transformation in Vietnam (Duiker,
1995; Kleinen, 1999; Ljunggren, 1997).

Vietnam has been marked by prolonged wars, and so has Thinh Tri.
Hence, everyone in the local community has suffered enormously due to
war. The commune was deeply engaged in an eight-year-long (1946–54) war
of liberation against French colonialism (which lasted from 1883 to 1954)
and Thinh Tri inhabitants report that French occupational forces fought in
the commune in 1949, 1950 and 1952.9 In 1954, Vietnamese troops expelled
French forces but this, nevertheless, did not bring peace to Vietnam. Under
French colonialism, the US had become increasingly involved in South
Vietnam by supporting a French-dominated government located in Saigon
(present-day Ho Chi Minh City), i.e. a counterpoint to President Ho Chi
Minh’s Communist Democratic Republic of Vietnam (declared in 1945 with
its capital in Hanoi in North Vietnam).10 During the war against the US
(1965–75), many of the men from Thinh Tri went to the frontlines (especial-
ly the zones in the central and southern parts of Vietnam) and were involved
in direct combat against American forces. Thinh Tri women and children
were protected from direct confrontation with American soldiers but were
not spared the American bombings of northern Vietnam (see Chaliand, 1969;
Turner with Phan Thanh Hao, 1998).

After the war against the US ended in 1975, Vietnam faced the regime
of Khmer Rouge in neighbouring Cambodia. In 1978, Vietnam invaded
Cambodia to topple the Khmer Rouge regime and Thinh Tri men also went
to Cambodia to fight. The Chinese government, in supporting the Khmer
Rouge, replied to Vietnam’s invasion of Cambodia with a military attack on
the borders of northern Vietnam. Vietnamese soldiers, again some of them
recruited from Thinh Tri, were sent to fight the Chinese forces. From the end
of the 1980s to the beginning of the 1990s, Vietnam withdrew its occupa-
tional forces from Cambodia and the country entered a new peaceful era.11
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Violent interaction

In order to come to a closer understanding of various manifestations of vio-
lence it is necessary, Henrietta Moore argues, to ‘shift our gaze and move
from imagining violence as a breakdown in the social order – something
gone wrong – to seeing it as the sign of a struggle for the maintenance of
certain fantasies of identity and power’ (Moore, 1994: 70).

There are no simplistic cause and effect explanations of violence
because of the multiple and context-bound ways in which it is expressed in
and through social interactions (Handwerker, 1997: 799–801; see also
Foucault, 1974, 1988). Violent practices are tied to particular historical and
social discourses, implying that the sources and implications of the use of
violence emerge as socially constructed phenomena that, when carried out in
situated interactions, create specific kinds of meaning. Regardless of its
character, violence remains inseparable from one person’s exercising of
power in such a way that the space of another person is entered in terms of
ignoring the mental and bodily rights regarding human integrity. Violence,
Penn Handwerker summarizes, encompasses ‘anything that an individual
experiences as the illegitimate exercise of what may be variously described
as coercion, force, control, or exploitation: power called by name’
(Handwerker, 1997: 800).

Power and corporal violence are mutually entangled. Violent power
typically is manifested in non-egalitarian relations and is carried out due to
certain objectives and calculation. This, however, does not mean that mani-
festations of power, in terms of violence, are necessarily the results of the
conscious choice or decision of the perpetrator. Rather, the enacting of vio-
lent power reflects blatant ways in which the forces of a local discourse
frame social interaction (Das, 2000; Das and Kleinman, 2000; de Vries,
1997; Kleinman, 2000; Schmidt and Schröder, 2001).

One significant aspect of violence is the ways in which it alters under-
standings of human beings, as selves and bodies. Persons against whom vio-
lence is carried out undergo a metamorphosis in the sense that they are trans-
formed from subjective, acting and perceiving human beings into material
objects of manipulation, control and discipline (Das, 2000; Foucault, 1974,
1988; Kleinman, 2000). Even though human beings are demarcated by the
boundaries of the surface of the body, those limits are transgressed in radical
ways by a perpetrator who might behave violently because of fantasies and
the imagining of representation and power (Moore, 1994).

In the following, I introduce the patrilineal structure in which violent
interaction between Thinh Tri boys, their fathers and grandfathers takes
place.

C H I L D H O O D  1 3 ( 3 )

332



Men, their sons and grandsons

Vietnam was, and is, pervaded by Confucianism, which practises patrilineal
ancestor worship and thus celebrates male progeny.12 The oldest son espe-
cially is central to his patrilineage, as he is considered to connect the
deceased and future members of his patrilineage. In doing so, he mediates
physical, symbolic and temporal links across generations. In this sense, he
embodies patrilineal ‘honour’ (danh du) and ‘morality’ (dao duc).
Reproducing either one’s own patrilineage or one’s husband’s patrilineage is
seen as an ‘obligation’ (nghia) and as an important way in which one can
generate ‘honour’ and ‘good morality’ (dao duc tot) for oneself and for one’s
own, or for one’s husband’s, patrilineage (Huu Ngoc, 1983; Luong, 1992;
Malarney, 1996; Tran Dinh Huou, 1991). As regards women, a young wife’s
status will change radically if she is able to produce a son for her husband’s
patrilineage. If she is not able to do so, she could face condemnation and
even aggression from her husband and his kin (Bélanger, 2002; Gammeltoft,
1999; Pham Van Bich, 1998; Rydstrøm, 2003a).13

In daily interaction one’s ‘honour’ – and by extension the ‘honour’ of
one’s patrilineage – needs to be protected. The ‘honour’ (danh du), ‘reputa-
tion’ (tieng) and ‘morality’ (dao duc) of a boy or a man can be transferred
from one generation to the next. Past, present and future actions of a patrilin-
eage’s male members are not clearly demarcated. Hence, deceased and liv-
ing members of a patrilineage are assumed to be able to influence one anoth-
er mutually. Therefore, embodying ‘honour’, ‘morality’ and generating good
‘reputation’ is not considered to be a personal and private matter for a Thinh
Tri boy or man; a point that is illuminated by the proverb ‘After death, a
tiger leaves behind its skin, a person leaves behind one’s name and reputa-
tion’ (cop chet de da, nguoi ta chet de tieng) (quoted in Chanh Cong Phan,
1993: 186).

Confucianism emphasizes a guiding set of ‘Moral Obligations’ (Ngu
luan) with regard to human relationships, which are considered always to be
hierarchical (i.e. king and subject, father and children, older brother and
younger brother, husband and wife and friend and friend – one always being
older than the other). According to these obligations, the superior should
educate the inferior and thereby show love, affection and care. The inferior,
on the other hand, should obey her or his superior and demonstrate gratitude
and ‘filial piety’ (hieu) (Kleinen, 1999; Malarney, 1996; Tran Dinh Huou,
1991; Werner, 2004).

Owing to the influence of the tradition of patrilineal ancestor worship,
men are inherently assumed to be superior to women. Because men and boys
are thought to be able to reproduce their father’s lineage, they are literally
defined as ‘inside lineage’ (ho noi). Women and girls are not perceived to be
able to continue their father’s lineage and therefore they hold an inferior
position within the patrilineal social hierarchy. Hence, girls and women are
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literally defined as ‘outside lineage’ (ho ngoai). A senior male usually pos-
sesses a self-evident superiority and is acknowledged as the ‘pillar of the
house’ (tru cot). Thus, men usually are the heads of households and those
who make the important decisions, while women are in charge of minor day-
to-day decisions on running the household (Franklin, 2000; Gammeltoft,
1999; Rydstrøm, 2001, 2003a; Tran Thi Van Anh and Le Ngoc Hung, 2000).

The male head of a household has the ‘right’ (quyen) to discipline and
‘bring up’ or ‘educate’ junior male kin (and other household members con-
sidered to be inferior, for example, junior women) (Rydstrøm, 2002, 2003a,
2003b; World Bank, 1999).14 In his capacity as head of household, a father or
grandfather can use various means to ‘bring up’ junior male kin, such as
instilling fear in boys and by occasionally using physical punishment
(Nguyen Thuy Ngan, 2000: 11–13; Vu Manh Loi et al., 1999: 12). Such
methods, as Helen Morton points out with respect to a Tongan field site,
teach ‘children about their subordinate role in the learning process. The beat-
ing constitutes a lesson in social relations’ (Morton, 1996: 212). Rather than
corresponding with ideas of individual freedom or human integrity, ‘rights’
in the local community thus are rendered meaningful with reference to a
social hierarchy in which superiors hold a right to ‘educate’ inferiors who
are obliged to obey.

Bringing up boys by using physical punishment epitomizes patrilineal-
ly structured ideas about male power. Even though violent interaction, Bob
Connell argues, ‘is part of a system of domination, [it] is at the same time a
measure of its imperfection’ (Connell, 1995: 84). The imperfection lies in
the crises of representation both in individual and social terms, meaning that
‘the inability to maintain the fantasy of power triggers a crisis in the fantasy
of identity, and violence is a means of resolving this crisis because it acts to
reconfirm the nature of a masculinity otherwise denied’ (Moore, 1994: 69).

Because of women’s inferior position within the patrilineal hierarchy,
a mother or grandmother only rarely beats her son or grandson. If doing so,
she would challenge the position of the head of her household (i.e. her hus-
band or her father-in-law) as a fair educator able to deem when a son or
grandson needs to be disciplined corporally. A mother or grandmother who
physically punishes her son or grandson would demonstrate a lack of respect
for the patrilineage of her household, in the sense that her son or grandson
holds a vital position as the one who guarantees the continuation of the patri-
lineage of the household. Mothers and grandmothers often find themselves
in a complex relationship with their sons or grandsons because their own
position is determined as being inferior to males within the patrilineally
organized society (this holds even though seniority means increased respect
because of increased proximity to the ancestors). In addition, the status of
mothers and grandmothers is deeply intertwined with their ability to provide
a son for their husband’s patrilineage, due to which sons are granted much
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value by their mothers and grandmothers (Bélanger, 2002; Gammeltoft,
1999; Rydstrøm, 2003a).

‘Hot’ men and boys

Besides being constructed in accordance with a tradition of patrilineal ances-
tor worship, the local male discourse is, moreover,  configured by virtue of a
strict oppositional and heterosexual structure in which a male is seen as mas-
culine in terms of being essentially superior, active, aggressive and powerful
and a female as feminine, in terms of being essentially inferior, passive, sub-
missive and receptive. Men, boys and their bodies are associated with the
forces of Duong (Yang in Chinese), which correlate with categories such as
the sun, heaven, fire, heat, movement, stimulation, activity, lightness, out-
wards, superiority, upwards, increase, positivity, a centripetal force, the
South, odd numbers and left. Women, girls and their bodies, on the other
hand, are associated with the forces of Am (Yin in Chinese), which accord
with categories such as the moon, earth, water, cold, rest, responsiveness,
passivity, darkness, inwardness, inferiority, downwards, decrease, negativity,
a centrifugal force, the North, even numbers and right. Together these two
complementary forces are supposed to stimulate the maintenance of ‘harmo-
ny’ (hoa thuan) at both local and universal levels (Jamieson, 1993;
Kaptchuk, 1983).

Due to the dominant forces of Duong in a male body, he is considered
to be ‘hot’ (nong; also meaning bad tempered), while the dominant forces of
Am in a female body mean that she is perceived to be ‘cool’ (lanh). Bodies,
which are naturally ‘hot’, embody a ‘hot character’ (tinh nong), which is
thought to represent an active and centripetal force. This means that ‘hot
characters’ inevitably will orchestrate social and physical space, maybe even
by using violence. Bodies that are naturally ‘cool’ incorporate a ‘cool char-
acter’ (tinh lanh), which is perceived to represent a more passive and cen-
trifugal force. Therefore, ‘cool characters’ do not conquer much social or
physical space. In accordance with such assumptions, ‘physical strength’
(manh me) is said to be an important part of a ‘male character’ (tinh nam).
‘Hot characters’ contain ‘hot’ blood, which produces ‘strength’ and ‘energy’
(nang luong) in men and boys. Thus, in her study on gender in Vietnam,
Barbara Franklin (2000) notes that ‘Vietnamese men (as well as many
women) consider that women are physically weaker than men’ (Franklin,
2000: 57) and that ‘strength [is] especially highly valued by the men’
(Franklin, 2000: 60; see also Rydstrøm, 2004).

Men do not have much patience compared with women, because they
cannot ‘hold themselves back’ (nhin), they may ‘explode’ (boc phat), and
they are more ‘aggressive’ (gay go) than women, I was told. Because men
are not thought to be able to control themselves to the same extent as women
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due to their ‘hot character’, they are more violent than women, inhabitants
of Thinh Tri said. Whenever conflicts occur between women and men,
women usually ‘endure’ (chiu) as a way of adjusting to expectations regard-
ing how a typical ‘cool’ and inferior female ‘character’ should behave
(Rydstrøm, 2003b, 2004; World Bank, 1999).

Violent interactions make reference to the ways in which women are
associated with inferiority and men with superiority. This has consequences
with respect to a man’s beating of a boy and his transgression of the mental
and bodily limits of a younger male relative. When a father or grandfather
corporally punishes his son or grandson, he initiates a process of inflating
his own masculinity while simultaneously deflating the masculinity of the
beaten boy. Through the physical punishment, the father or grandfather acti-
vates the local opposition of masculinity and femininity by pushing the beat-
en boy into an inferior (feminine) position.15

War experiences

The local masculine discourse is also impacted by the brutality of
Vietnamese history, as it pervades the social and individual body. Even the
youngest generation has heard of the bloody actions of the French colonial
troops in the commune, the US bombings, soldiers’ confrontations with
American forces in face-to-face combat and the wars against Cambodia and
China. The ways in which embodied memories of violence, fear, sorrow and
pain influence Thinh Tri inhabitants were summarized by 15-year-old Bich
one day when he and some male peers had gathered in a small cafe to dis-
cuss war and violence:

Many people have memories of war violence even though they don’t want to.
Some [veterans] want to have power by making other people afraid of them, so
they keep remembering the [war] violence. Other [veterans] can’t live with the
memories of war violence because it disturbs them mentally [tinh than]. But
they can’t forget the violence and they keep recalling their memories of war
violence.16

In the local community, war veterans (i.e. the majority of the men) are
said to suffer from various injuries, malaria attacks, remains of bullets in
their bodies and brains, ‘bad temper’/‘being hot’ (nong) and/or ‘mental dis-
order’/‘nerves’ (than kinh). On a rainy day in the family’s living room,
grandmother Hoa, for example, told me about her husband’s problems after
returning from the battle zone when the war against the US was over: 

My husband wanted me to know about his health and told me: ‘I suffer from
bad nerves and if I become bad tempered/hot [nong], I will have to calm down
by going and working in the fields. Day in and day out it will be like this. I will
continuously have a very bad tempered manner and can become cruel. The bad
temper/heat can break out where you are. It can break out right here [in the
household].’ He is not very well.
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In a similar vein, a representative from the local Veterans’ Union men-
tioned how he and his fellow Union leaders occasionally have to report to
the local Reconciliation Committee when Veterans’ Union members have
‘exploded’ and ended up beating a member of the household (Rydstrøm,
2003b).17

In spite of such consequences of participation in war, Thinh Tri men
also pointed out that they do have positive memories of comradeship, disci-
pline and order from the period they served in the army. The ways in which
such experiences pervade daily social interaction was highlighted by boys
and girls when they grumbled that their fathers and grandfathers repeatedly
hold the army up as a kind of ideal concerning how the members of a house-
hold should interact with and behave towards one another (see also Morgan,
1994). Though, in addition to the more positive memories regarding serving
in the army, it is clear that many men struggle with overwhelming experi-
ences because they, in the words of a former Thinh Tri soldier, ‘have wit-
nessed much violence during the war[s]’ (see Bao Ninh, 1994; Taylor, 1999;
Turner with Phan Thanh Hao, 1998; Werner and Huynh Luu Doan, 1993).
One father, called Pham, participated in the war against China and described
the violence of war:

When [there is] war, violence can’t be avoided. Soldiers use violence as a
means to reach a purpose. It is like that. During the war, soldiers learned to kill
with a knife, which made them feel deep resentment. But the soldiers were
fighting to protect the borders, so soldiers have to fight, and they have to ignore
the pain from violence. For example, if I beat my family members they will feel
pain, but in the battlefield it is different because soldiers have to fight [i.e. sol-
diers may not feel pain in the same way as family members].

Violence is inevitable when war, as Pham says, and warfare aims at
fostering pugnacious human beings who must not react to pain as civilians
do. Not all veterans in the local community, however, share Pham’s distinc-
tion between professional soldiers and civilians in terms of the extent to
which they are expected to be able to withstand violence. For instance,
Grandfather Khanh explained how the strongest side could be the most vio-
lent and by so being, subdue the weaker side. This is true he said, both with
respect to war and the organization of social life, for example, within a
household. He then recalled how he once, as a soldier during the war against
the US, witnessed the killing of a group of 34 North Vietnamese (the group
consisted of soldiers, nurses, a chef, chauffeurs, technicians and other staff):

I saw the killing. In the morning we had to carry the remains of the 34 people
away. We had to wrap the remains of the people in cloth in order to cover their
heads, and then we carried them to a village nearby.

Another father, Dong, from the local community was seriously wound-
ed by fragments from a bomb dropped by the US air force. He told how,
after a dangerous and life-threatening journey, he went through an operation
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in a small provisional war clinic. Dong also confided that war memories
cause so much pain that veterans are determined to forget the wars (see also
Bao Ninh, 1994; Taylor, 1999; Turner with Phan Thanh Hao, 1998). The war
experiences of Thinh Tri men clearly show that in war human beings are
reduced to targets of destruction, and everyone who has been involved in the
wars of Vietnam has suffered tremendously (Taylor, 1999; Turner with Phan
Thanh Hao, 1998).

Violence in war – as any other form of violence – penetrates the social
and individual body, Kleinman (2000) argues, and hence frames persons and
social interaction. Individual pain and suffering caused by wars are reflected
structurally in the sense that violence has the power to feed particular cultur-
al tendencies based on inequality and hierarchy and, in doing so, it lends an
authoritativeness to the culture (Das, 2000; Das and Kleinman, 2000; de
Vries, 1997; Schmidt and Schröder, 2001). The war led to face-to-face expe-
riences regarding the ways in which violence can be carried out. In this
sense, the militaristic aspect of the masculine discourse provides a back-
ground for current assumptions about violence. According to Kleinman, vio-
lence creates and re-emerges from:

. . . fear, anger, and loss – what might be called the infrapolitical emotions.
Violence, in this perspective, is the vector of cultural processes that work
through the salient images, structures, and engagements of everyday life to
shape local worlds. Violence, thus, is crucial to cultural processes of routiniza-
tion, legitimation, essentialism, normalization, and simplification through which
the social world orders the flow of experience within and between body-selves.
(Kleinman, 2000: 238; see also Schmidt and Schröder, 2001)

The tradition of patrilineal ancestor worship, ideas about ‘honour’ and
assumptions about ‘hot’ and ‘cool’ bodies are tied into local war experiences,
all of which in complex ways stimulate the production of a masculine dis-
course. The ways in which ‘rights’ and ‘obligations’ are rendered meaningful
within this masculine discourse are important for my further discussion of
violent male-to-male interactions in the local Vietnamese community.

Body boundaries

In Thinh Tri, boys are threatened in many ways, even with grave bodily
harm, when interacting with their fathers or grandfathers. Men might hold
out the prospect of ‘being killed’ (thit), ‘being beaten to death’ (danh chet) or
getting one’s ‘hands’/‘feet cut off’ (xeo luon/cat cai tay/cat cai chan) to dis-
cipline a boy. Such threats sound quite dramatic but do not reflect the pun-
ishment actually carried out by a senior male member of a household
towards junior male kin (Rydstrøm, 2003a).

Such threats, however, do crystallize a masculine discourse that inte-
grates the practice of bringing up boys by the means of violence. Physical
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punishment appears to be an underlying premise whenever men threaten a
son or grandson, something which is not the case when women threaten a
son or grandson. Thinh Tri boys’ experience of punishment highlights a mas-
culine logic regarding ‘upbringing’, ‘rights’ and ‘obligations’. For example,
when 15-year-old Van was younger, he was threatened and beaten ‘very
much’ (rat nhieu) by his father. This punishment was, according to Van, a
consequence of his ‘stubbornness’ (ngang) in terms of preferring to play
rather than assisting with various chores.18 Van particularly remembered one
special episode when his father beat him harshly:

One day my parents were going to Hanoi, and they asked me to stay at home to
feed the chickens and ducks. When my parents came back home from Hanoi,
they discovered that I had not yet cooked the rice and fed the chickens and
ducks. Then my father beat me with a stick. My father forced me to lie down on
the bed so that he could beat me.

Note how Van was forced to lie down on a bed in order for his father
to beat him. It is not uncommon in Thinh Tri that boys are ordered to place
themselves in a certain position before being punished physically by their
father or grandfather. One day when we were sitting in the house of the fam-
ily of 13-year-old Cong, he similarly related how he is occasionally tied to a
hook in the wall or to a pillar in the yard before being punished with a piece
of electric cable by his grandfather or father. This tangible way of disciplin-
ing a child was later confirmed by both Cong’s father and grandfather
(Cong’s grandfather even showed me where Cong is usually tied).

Such ways of punishing boys imply that beating is somewhat calculat-
ed, rather than spontaneous. In his study on the role of fathers and grandfa-
thers in Vietnam, Nguyen Thuy Ngan spoke with a father who explained
why he usually ordered his children to lie down before punishing them: ‘I
must admit that I do spank my children. But first I make them lie on the
ground. This is to distinguish discipline from abuse. I think that the spanking
would make them think twice before acting up again’ (Nguyen Thuy Ngan,
2000: 51). In Thinh Tri, fathers and grandfathers similarly emphasized the
importance of being in control with respect to the physical punishment of
their sons or grandsons. If the instigator of the punishment acts in a con-
trolled way when physically punishing his son or grandson, he stresses his
position as a superior and fair (male) educator, who is not carried away by
an ‘exploding’ temper because of his essentially ‘hot’ ‘male character’; a
‘hot’ character that may even be exacerbated because of the ‘heat’ some vet-
erans are said to embody due to their war experiences (Le Ngoc Van, 1997;
Nguyen Thuy Ngan, 2000; Vu Manh Loi et al., 1999).

Behaving in a self-controlled way when enforcing discipline is thus
considered to be positive, implying that such punishment should be a
planned action. Forcing a boy to lie down in order to be punished physically
thus reflects local masculine codes regarding the ways in which corporal
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punishment should be carried out when a boy is assumed to deserve a harsh
beating. Yet another Thinh Tri code of punishment holds that one should not
hit another person in the face.19 Local codes regarding physical punishment,
however, are not always followed when men beat their sons or grandsons.
Furthermore, although most fathers and grandfathers underscored the impor-
tance of using words when ‘bringing up’ boys, rather than using corporal
punishment, the same fathers and grandfathers told how they occasionally
beat the boys in their household.

Physical punishment breaches a boy’s (child’s) rights of mental and
bodily integrity, as stressed by the Convention on the Rights of the Child.
Even though fathers and grandfathers would not refer to the Convention,
they were troubled by the fact that they occasionally beat their sons or
grandsons as such practices are not condoned officially in Vietnam. Because
the use of violence is not recognized by the Vietnamese state, codes for pun-
ishment have been developed in the local community as a way of legitimiz-
ing and scaling physical punishment. The codes work as guidelines for men
by indicating when a beating is an acceptable way of disciplining a boy and
when it becomes abuse. However, men and boys may not necessarily agree
in their interpretations of whether the codes regarding acceptable ways of
using violence have been respected.

In spite of men’s disapproval of spontaneous physical punishment
when bringing up boys, at least in principle, it occasionally occurs in daily
interaction between boys and their fathers or grandfathers. For example, 13-
year-old San has experienced enforcement of discipline that does not comply
with the codes, which hold that the person inflicting the punishment should
be self-controlled and not hit the other person in the face. One afternoon,
San related his experiences:

My father hides a piece of electric cable in the kitchen. When he beats me with
it, I feel a burning pain. Sometimes he also hits me in the face, but he always
uses the electric cable instead of the stick and that is more painful than being hit
[in the face].

From what San says, it is clear that San’s father does not respect local
codes regarding acceptable forms of corporal punishment. Such codes exist
alongside a firm belief in boys that violence should not be used at all as a
means of upbringing because, ‘words are better than the stick’. Tung (16
years), who also was present when San told me about his experience of
being beaten, emphasized: ‘I feel anger when I am beaten by my father. I
think that my father and mother should teach me.’ In addition, to illuminate
boys’ understanding of punishment, Tung’s comment also stresses that phys-
ical punishment provokes emotions of ambivalence in the beaten boy.
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Emotional boundaries

A man’s ‘right’ to punish his son or grandson physically contrasts with a
boy’s (child’s) right not to be exposed to any kind of harm, and in this spirit
both men and boys condemn the violent intergenerational encounters that
take place between them. As a direct, forceful and painful assertion of
power, corporal punishment stimulates, among other feelings, repressed
anger, guilt and frustration in Thinh Tri boys with regard to their own defini-
tions of justifiable punishment (see Morton, 1996: 196–210). For example,
San explained:

When I am beaten, I always apologize and say that I won’t do it anymore. If it is
my fault and I am beaten, I don’t complain, but if it is not my fault I feel anger.

In a similar vein 15-year-old Van told: ‘When I am beaten I feel anger,
but I do not dare to blame my father and mother. It is only when they beat
me without any reason that I feel it is not fair.’ Even though Van’s mother
also punishes him, according to my data, men’s beating is usually harsher
and more frequent than the physical punishment that women inflict upon
their sons or grandsons. Due to their superior role, fathers and grandfathers
hold the right to carry out a harsh beating if deemed necessary.

According to Van, physical punishment can be more or less ‘fair’
(cong bang). In spite of boys’ strong disapproval of their senior male kin’s
enforcement of discipline by the means of violence, boys tend to accept that
some violence might be used against them throughout their childhood pro-
vided they can see some logic in the punishment. Boys seem to justify the
violent behaviour of their senior males, if the physical punishment can be
legitimized by what the boys themselves recognize as their own fault, and if
the beating can be seen as the result of what they consider to be a reasonable
consequence of their own agency.

Similar ideas concerning more or less justified violence are reflected
in a World Bank report on husband-to-wife violence in Vietnam, in which it
is noted that, ‘if the wife is considered “guilty” of igniting the trouble, how-
ever, the husband’s violent action, although not socially desirable, is deemed
“understandable”, and “justifiable” ’ (World Bank, 1999: 10). One good rea-
son for physical punishment, according to Thinh Tri boys, is disobedience in
terms of purposefully ignoring the orders one has been given. Thinh Tri boys
accordingly explained that if one obediently attempts to comply with a
father or grandfather’s order but does not succeed and, therefore, ends up
being beaten, this kind of punishment is ‘unfair’/‘unjust’ (bat cong), in the
sense that one becomes a victim of an injustice.

If one behaves disobediently on purpose, boys said, physical punish-
ment should be kept in mind as an almost inevitable and reasonable conse-
quence. Some boys even calculate that crossing the boundaries of adult
patience by being disobedient might be worth the beating (Morton, 1996:
198–201). What all of this implies is that the kind of punishment that boys
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cannot justify or, rather, make sense of, gives them a feeling of being
reduced to objects of abuse. ‘Unfair’/‘unjust’ physical punishment means
that a punished boy cannot perceive himself as an acting person, who can
accept the physical punishment as a consequence of his own choice (e.g. of
being disobedient), but rather as a passive victim of abuse. This kind of
enforcement of discipline, which, according to the boys, contrasts with rea-
sonable punishment, is ‘unfair’/‘unjust’ in the sense that it challenges com-
monly shared assumptions within the group of boys concerning acceptable
adult (masculine) ways of using violence.

Types of punishment that boys cannot justify as a result of their own
disobedience thus cross boundaries in more radical ways than does the vio-
lence that can be legitimized as a consequence of what boys see as ‘fair’ rea-
sons for a father’s or grandfather’s violent enforcement of discipline. Thinh
Tri boys’ considerations regarding physical punishment elucidate the ways
in which the meaning of rights is converted into principles concerning ‘fair’
vis-a-vis ‘unfair’ corporal punishment based on the assumption that some
beating will take place throughout one’s childhood. Thinh Tri boys thus
understand a father’s or grandfather’s ‘unjust’ violent instilling of discipline
as a tangible way of neglecting a boy’s right to ‘fair’ treatment.

Honour

If the physical punishment seems meaningless to a son or grandson, he feels
anger. However, as Thinh Tri boys pointed out to me, they do not dare to
oppose their fathers or grandfathers by showing anger when being beaten.
The repressed anger is thus generated in boys because of what is seen as
‘unfair’/‘unjust’ beating. What boys refer to as ‘unfair’ corporal punishment
emerges as the kind of beating that ignores and transgresses the symbolic
realm of ‘honour’. And ‘honour’ is crucial regardless of one’s age because it
is intimately intertwined with images of masculinity due to men’s and boys’
position as ‘inside’ members of their patrilineage (Nguyen Thuy Ngan,
2000; Rydstrøm, 2003a). One’s ‘honour’ – and in turn the ‘honour’ of one’s
patrilineage – continuously needs to be protected even if this may include
the use of violence. As 16-year-old Phun explained:20

Boys and men are more violent than girls and women. This is because the hon-
our of men is important. Men have much honour. For example, if somebody
hurts a man’s or boy’s honour, he is always prepared to protect it. If someone
hurts the honour of a man or a boy, he will fight to protect his honour.

Phun’s point challenges boys’ idea that ‘words are better than the
stick’, but also goes on to refer to the need for respect not just for boys but
for males in general. Whenever boys receive a physical punishment, which
they see as ‘unjust’ and ‘unfair’ treatment, besides the strong physical pain
boys experience due to the beating, their ‘honour’ is also severely hurt.
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Boys who do not pay respect to their father or grandfather by being
disobedient challenge the order of the local patrilineal hierarchy and by
doing so, the ‘honour’ of their father or grandfather. As many men stressed,
if their son or grandson does not comply with an order, they do not accept
such opposition from a youngster. The men lose patience, fly into a rage and
end up using physical punishment (controlled or spontaneous) to discipline
what they perceive to be a disobedient junior.

Complex connections between power and representation are at stake
here. Following Moore (1994), fathers and grandfathers’ violence can be
recognized as epitomizing the volatile relationship between fantasies of mas-
culine power and identity. When representation and others’ responses and
interpretations do not accord with one another, violence may occur. Violence
then emerges as a result of conflicts of representation because, as Moore
stresses, ‘the experience of identity is bound up with the experience of
power, and . . . challenges to the exercise of power or to its effects in terms
of status, strategies and interests are perceived as threats to identity’ (Moore,
1994: 68).

Moore’s argument, furthermore, holds with respect to boys and their
peers. In spite of boys’ general disapproval of the use of physical violence,
most boys expressed how they themselves use violence if they deem that the
social order needs to be re-established. From what San told with regard to
his fighting with others, it is clear that some boys in daily interaction rein-
force a masculine practice with which they have become familiar through
tangible encounters with their father or grandfather. In doing so, boys them-
selves interact with another person in ways that ignore the right not to be
beaten:

No one should hurt the honour of my family. I feel hurt if somebody throws a
stone at our house or talks badly about my parents and their names. Then I feel
anger. I try to ignore them [i.e. the bullies]. They also bully me because I don’t
study so well and get bad marks. If the boys who bully me are bigger than me,
then I don’t say anything and run home. But if they are smaller than me then I
beat them. I even beat girls. If a child speaks badly to me then I also beat that
child. I would like to be an obedient child but I can’t change my [male] charac-
ter.

In this sense, cycles of violence can be passed on from one generation
to the next as a discursive and masculine practice that gives meaning in time
and space, as manifestations of men’s ‘rights’ and boys’ ‘obligations’ in a
patrilineally organized world (Handwerker, 1997: 799–801; see also
Foucault, 1974, 1978).

Conclusions

By drawing on Moore and Kleinman, among others, this article has suggest-
ed that men’s physical disciplining of their sons or grandsons is entwined
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with men’s imagining of masculine representation. Masculine representation
corresponds with men as superior and powerful members of a masculine dis-
course, which is composed of the tradition of patrilineal ancestor worship,
assumptions about ‘hot’ males and ‘cool’ females, and a history of war.

Violence encompasses the power to transgress human boundaries men-
tally, bodily and symbolically. In doing so, violence alters the ways in which
the topography of selves and bodies are understood, and leads to the tres-
passing of different boundaries when Thinh Tri boys and men interact.

First, men who beat their sons or grandsons cross the mental and bodi-
ly boundaries of the punished boy. By entering the boy’s space, his right to
integrity is ignored. Second, violent interaction between boys and their
fathers or grandfathers reflects that a boy has crossed a line with respect to
the order of the patrilineal structure. Third, when enforcing discipline in a
son or grandson by using violence, a father or grandfather oversteps the
boundaries of ‘honour’ with regards to the punished youngster, something
which in turn provokes emotions of contradiction in the boys who feel they
have not been treated ‘fairly’.

The intersections of power, ‘rights’ and ‘obligations’ together redirect
ideas of children’s rights. Thinh Tri men’s ‘right’ to punish their sons or
grandsons challenge the principles of the Convention on the Rights of the
Child, which was ratified by Vietnam. Even though both men and boys rec-
ognize a father’s or grandfather’s ‘right’ to beat a ‘disobedient’ boy, men’s
understanding of a justifiable beating is contested by boys’ definitions of
‘fair’ vs ‘unfair’ punishment. In this sense, ideas of children’s rights re-
emerge in a locally refracted form.
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Werner invited interesting discussions on the topic of this article. Many thanks to Olga
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ments. My deep gratitude goes to the families in Thinh Tri with whom I worked.

1. The name of the commune and any names of persons referred to in this article are pseu-
donyms.
2. Material for this article was collected during two periods of fieldwork in the rural field
site, which I call Thinh Tri. From 1994 to 1995, I conducted anthropological fieldwork in
order to explore the ways in which children learn to become what is locally considered to be
appropriate females or males. In order to gather information about such learning processes of
daily life, I observed continuously social interaction between the girls and boys of five extend-
ed or nuclear families. Intensive observation of all social interaction between the children,
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their kin and peers as well as interviews with the children, their kin and teachers, and moreover
official representatives, resulted in more than 64 hours of recording (i.e. more than 49 hours of
audio tapes and 15 hours of video tapes). The tapes have been transcribed in Vietnamese.
From 2000 to 2001, I conducted an 8-month fieldwork within the same rural community in
connection with a study on adolescents, violence and sexuality. During my second period of
fieldwork, I worked together with four extended or nuclear families. In-depth interviews with
adolescents, their peers, classmates, parents, grandparents, other kin, teachers and official rep-
resentatives were carried out. The material also included focus group discussions among
groups of adolescents (same-sex and cross-sex), as well as participant observation. The data
collection resulted in 40 hours of tape recording, which have been transcribed in Vietnamese.
3. See Michel Foucault (1978: 102) for a definition of discourse.
4. Violence takes place at different levels in societies. Nation-states have access to armies,
soldiers and weapons, which are means that can be used in organized ways to attack other
nation-states. Violence in daily interaction refers to interpersonal confrontations within the
sphere of civil society. In this article, I consider violence as a term that makes reference both
to nation-state as well as interpersonal types of violence.
5. See, for example, Le Thi Phuong Mai (1997, 1998), Le Thi Quy (1992), Vu Manh Loi
et al. (1999) and World Bank (1999). Research on sexually abused children is a growing field
of study. See, for instance, Hoang Ba Thinh (1999), Ministry of Labour, Invalids and Social
Affairs (1999), United Nations (2000), Women’s Union of Vietnam (1997). Le Ngoc Van
(1997), Nguyen Thuy Ngan (2000) and Vu Manh Loi et al. (1999) mention adult-to-child
physical punishment but provide no figures.
6. Hy Van Luong, pers. comm.
7. See also Le Thi Phuong Mai (1997, 1998), Le Thi Quy (1992), Nguyen Thuy Ngan
(2000), Vu Manh Loi et al. (1999) and World Bank (1999).
8. In 1998, according to UNICEF, the average annual income per capita was less than
US$ 200 in rural areas. Ninety percent of all poor families are estimated to live in rural areas
(UNICEF, 2000: 18–19).
9. For comprehensive examinations of Vietnamese history, see William Duiker (1995)
and David Marr (1981).
10. Because of clashes between the French soldiers and Vietnamese guerrillas under the
period of French colonialism, under the Potsdam Agreement (concluded by the Allies in 1945)
Vietnam was divided into two temporary zones; the North and the South (Duiker, 1995; Marr,
1981).
11. See de Vylder (1991), Far Eastern Economic Review, 22 April 1993; Vietnam
Investment Review, Nos 96 and 97, 1993.
12. From 1075 CE to 1919 CE, Confucianism dominated the organization of Vietnamese
society. See David Marr (1981) and Nguyen Khac Vien (1975) for a comprehensive discussion
of Confucianism.
13. The oldest son holds particular ritual ‘obligations’, for example, with respect to his par-
ents’ funerals and ‘the annual death day celebration’ (bua gio/ngay gio) of the deceased mem-
bers of his patrilineage. For details on ritual obligations in connection with funerals, see Shaun
Kingsley Malarney (1996) and Chanh Cong Phan (1993).
14. As head of the household, Thinh Tri husbands occasionally beat their wives. For fur-
ther discussion on wife beating in Vietnam see, for example, Le Thi Phuong Mai (1998), Le
Thi Quy (1992), Rydstrøm (2003b) and the World Bank (1999).
15. Don Kulick, pers. comm.
16. This description somehow reflects definitions of post-traumatic stress disorder.
According to Allan Young, people who suffer from post-traumatic stress disorder owing to
encounters with extreme violence may react with, for example, anxiety, explosive outbursts
and insomnia (Young, 1997).
17. Again, it is clear that there are parallels to what is defined as post-traumatic stress dis-
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order. Vietnam has been involved in many and brutal wars but so far there are no studies on
post-traumatic stress disorder among the Vietnamese population. See, for example, the volume
edited by Bracken and Petty (1998) for a discussion on trauma and war, and Shay (2002) for a
study on soldiers, combat and post-traumatic stress disorder.
18. I did not observe men’s beating their sons or grandsons.
19. Another local code regarding beating holds that boys should not hit girls.
20. This does not mean that girls and women do not have ‘honour’, ‘morality’ or ‘reputa-
tion’. For a discussion on gender-specific ideas of such notions, see Rydstrøm (2003a).
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