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From Economic Transaction to LGBT
Identity: Transformations in Social Work
Expertise About Gender and Sexuality

in Vietnam During the 2010s

n June 2014, social workers and LGBT advocates from local NGOs in Hd
IChi Minh City organized a series of workshops to educate students,
faculty, and practicing social workers about contemporary dong tinh [gay]
experiences and identities. The sessions that I and other participants
attended provided factual information from international English-
language materials, including definitions and translations of terms such as
gender identity, gender expression, sexual orientation, and the letters
comprising LGBT.* Presenters described the workshops as specifically
intended to dispel pervasive stereotypes and misconceptions in Vietnam,
including among students and social workers, that homosexuality was a dis-
ease, a deviance, or a fad imported from abroad.

The presenters, almost all of whom did not identify as LGBT, took
opportunities at various moments to narrate how their own understandings
had shifted over the course of several years of work with LGBT individuals.
Tuén, a social worker at a prominent transnational NGO, had participated
for years in an internationally funded HIV/AIDS prevention and safer sex

education project.> He told the group that he had originally thought that
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economic necessity compelled unhoused young men to engage in sex work,
becoming men who have sex with men (MSM). The acronym MSM became
popular globally in HIV/AIDS education and intervention work during the
first decade of the 2000s precisely because it described a behavior and not
a sexual identity, thus sidestepping potential stigma. When Tuén’s social
work clients had expressed shame about participating in sex work, Tun
had interpreted this as due in part to it being same-sex sexual activity. He
had therefore focused on supporting male clients to decrease or cease sexual
activity with other men—including, but not limited to, transactional sex.

Tuén explained that recent studies funded by transnational NGOs and
Vietnamese research institutes, as well as his own experience working with
MSM, helped him realize that most MSM identify as gay and engage in trans-
actional sex because of both economic necessity and sexual orientation. While
their unhoused status and engagement in sex work reflected limited economic
options, they had been compelled to migrate to urban areas for reasons related
to familial and community discrimination—sometimes violent discrimination
—that had targeted them because of their sexual orientation or gender identity.
Tuin now understood that assisting economically vulnerable MSM and pre-
venting other LGBT youth from becoming homeless required broad popular
education about the diversity of human gender and sexuality that would pro-
mote acceptance and rights for LGBT individuals.

Tuan’s story encapsulates a broader transformation in attitudes toward
LGBT identities and persons that occurred in Vietnam during the 2010s.
National opinion surveys in the early 2000s documented very high, wide-
spread levels of opposition to homosexuality and gender variance that were
especially negative toward men having sex with men.3 A 2003 survey by the
World Health Organization, Ministry of Health, General Statistics Office,
and UNICEF found that homosexuality was unknown to approximately
40 percent of Vietnamese young people.* Reports on the experiences of
LGBT persons during the 2000s and 2010s chronicled violence, high rates
of suicidality, discrimination in education and employment, microaggres-
sions, rape of women presumed to be lesbian, and state-sponsored violence
at the hands of civil defense forces and police.5

By the mid-2010s, however, there were clear signs that change was

underway. Vietnam held its first Pride event (2012), the National Assembly
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removed the prohibition on same-sex marriage from the Marriage and
Family Law (2014), a civil code legalized gender reassignment surgery and
the recognition of transgender individuals (2015),° media coverage of LGBT
issues became more positive, and popular opinion moved toward acceptance
of sexual minorities as “normal” [binh thudng] and deserving of rights and
recognition. In urban areas in particular, longstanding pejorative terms such
as pé dé (from the French pederasty) or bong [shadow] were being replaced
by the global English term LGBT. A study of LGBT street youth published in
2012 found it remarkable that the LGBT community in Vietnam now shared
“an international language in designating particularities in the realm of
gender identities and sexual orientations.””

Not surprisingly, challenges remained. Legal rights, including to same-sex
marriage, were incomplete.® Heteronormative expectations continued to
fuel family dynamics, discrimination, harassment, and violence against
LGBT persons. Family members who might accept their children’s sexuality
or gender identity still risked ostracism by others in the community, and this
could lead young people to hide their LGBT status or leave home.®
Nevertheless, scholars, LGBT activists, and allies rightly characterized the
trajectory in Vietnam during the 2010s as progressive.*°

The arc of change in Vietnam may be evident, but less clear is why
specific ideas about gender and sexuality began to be seen as credible and
compelling at particular moments and in specific contexts. The workshops I
attended demonstrate that the labor of individuals and organizations to
translate, popularize, and apply transnational expertise played a notable role
in this transformation. Drawing on extensive participant observation
fieldwork conducted in several phases from 2010 to 2016 with social work
students, professional social workers, and university professors of social
work, this article ethnographically traces the politics of knowledge produc-
tion about gender and sexuality in Vietnam through transnational political
economic relations that include significant research, programming, and
funding by NGOs and governments.** Inspired by David Valentine’s
groundbreaking analysis of the emergence of the category transgender,** 1
analyze how the institutionalization of particular terms and their associated
conceptualizations of gender and sexuality in Vietnam during the 2010s

advanced important political claims, including calls for rights and agency,
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but may also have rendered other identities and the persons associated with
them unintelligible. While much was gained, what might have been lost, and
at what price?

To address this question, I focus on social workers’ lived experience of
knowledge production and application. First, I outline the broader context for
my research on the Vietnamese government’s push to develop the field of
social work in Vietnam during the 2010s. Official promotion of social work as
a scientific solution to the inequalities of an expanding market economy led to
a rapid infusion of foreign expertise. This transnationally circulating knowl-
edge promoted a notion of the social work client as an individual possessed of
thoughts and feelings who could be guided to engage in projects of self-
assessment and self-improvement. I argue that while Vietnamese social work-
ers often decry the inequity associated with a market economy, the traits
associated with the concept of client personhood in fact closely resemble those
of what I have elsewhere called “market personhood.”*? The Vietnamese
government’s promotion of social work during the 2010s should thus be seen
as part of a broader biopolitical project to shape market-ready citizens.

I then turn to how these dynamics shaped the specific transformation of
expertise regarding gender and sexuality within government and civil society
organizations that Tuan chronicled during the workshop: from HIV/AIDS
prevention focused on the behavioral category of MSM to rights-based
articulations of LGBT as gender and sexual identities inherent in individuals.
While understandings of sexual minorities changed in many segments of
Vietnamese society during the 2010s, the context of social work training is
particularly useful for exploring how this transformation occurred, for two
reasons. First, like Tuan, many social workers intentionally and explicitly
sought to develop knowledge about LGBT identities through increased social
contact with sexual minorities and participation in internationally spon-
sored training, such as the workshops I attended.*4 Second, social workers
then deployed their newfound knowledge to play a crucial role in research
and advocacy to effect similar changes in the broader population by
promoting an identity-based conception of LGBT individuals.

Identity and rights approaches have undoubtedly promoted positive
change in LGBT individuals’ lives. As Valentine and other scholars have

demonstrated, however, the relatively recent invention of the notion that
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gender and sexuality are ontologically distinct aspects of human identity
intrinsic to a person has certain costs, the most notable of which is that this
way of knowing renders invisible persons who do not as neatly fit these
ascendant understandings of gender and sexual categories.’> For example,
Valentine describes how many of the African American and Latinx partici-
pants in one New York City organization’s support group for transgender
individuals did not in fact see themselves as transgender. Persons whom the
organization’s staff characterized as transgender heterosexual women might
instead self-identify as female and gay, terms that in these specific instances
would seem contradictory to staff.’® The consequence is that the very
categories deployed in quests for social justice related to gender and sexuality
may in fact exclude other more fluid or complex understandings, with the
result that those to whom such latter understandings are meaningful might
be dismissed by experts and activists as uneducated or confused—a margin-
alization that often reflects class, race, ethnicity, or other forms of difference.

This seems to be the case in Vietnam as well, in which the promotion of
transnational LGBT expertise leads to diverse historical and contemporary
configurations of gender and sexuality receding from popular consciousness
or being dismissed as inauthentic. What’s more, because social workers’
expertise about both LGBT and MSM emerged through transnational NGO
activity, the power dynamics fueling this shift in views are reminiscent of
colonial-era racialist projects to transform supposedly insalubrious or back-
ward native gender and sexuality through the application of “modern,”
“enlightened,” or “scientific” ideas from the West.'” This logic has labeled
Vietnamese attitudes toward gender and sexuality as culturally embedded
homophobia that should be replaced by global scientific knowledge about
individual identity as a political basis for universal rights.

Transnational conceptions of gender and sexual identity as inherent in
the individual also draw upon scientific models of human physical and
psychological development that assume the person to be an autonomous,
rather than an interrelational, entity. That this model of LGBT personhood
and the rights that can be claimed on its behalf resemble the broader con-
ception of the client that is foundational to contemporary social work helps
to explain why the model so quickly gained traction among Vietnamese

social workers. And just like social work’s notions of client personhood more
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generally, transnational expertise about LGBT persons and their rights is also
implicated in biopolitical efforts in Vietnam to inculcate a form of person-
hood best suited to a market economy. The irony, I argue, is that alongside
the significant benefits of transnational LGBT knowledge and claims to
rights, the promotion of this expertise by Vietnamese social workers may
in fact also further entrench biopolitical logics about personhood that work
to naturalize and normalize the unequal market economic outcomes that
social workers otherwise devote their professional lives to counteracting.
An important caveat: by focusing on knowledge production about
gender and sexuality among practicing, academic, and student social
workers—almost all of whom, like me, are heterosexual, cisgender, and
university-educated—this article represents the voices, experiences, and
self-identifications of LGBT persons only indirectly, through social workers’
descriptions of their clients in the privileged venues of classrooms, work-
shops, and written materials. As such, I risk replicating precisely the
dynamic that I critique: the ways that advocacy and rights seem to advance
primarily through a “representational colonization”*® that depicts LGBT
persons as objects of study and intervention by agentive others, rather than
centering them as world makers. But perhaps this danger is precisely the
point, for it lays bare how the power dynamics of knowledge production
immanent in allyship can enable authoritative “speaking for” to sideline

“speaking with” and “speaking as.”*®

Social Work as a Biopolitical Science of (Market)
Personhood

The field of social work expanded rapidly in Vietnam during the 2010s, due
in large part to its explicit promotion by the Vietnamese government.?® This
was a noteworthy reversal of the government’s earlier post-reunification
rejection of social work in the southern Republic of Vietnam (1954-1975)
as a bourgeois profession that was not needed in a socialist society that
would eliminate the economic causes of individual, family, and community
distress. With the turn to market socialism after 1986, economic inequality
and attendant problems such as unemployment, homelessness, substance
abuse, and lack of access to healthcare and education appeared to be on the

rise. The government shifted course to promote social work as a scientific
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endeavor to address these concerns. In 2010, the Ministry of Labor, Invalids,
and Social Affairs announced plans to train sixty thousand cadres in social
work by 2020. In response, universities, government offices, and NGOs
rapidly established social work curricula and training workshops.

My ethnographic fieldwork focused on the education and socialization
of potential future social workers, with the goal of understanding the
worldviews—especially the concepts of personhood, gender, and class—
associated with social work expertise. To do so, I attended all sessions of
two social work courses, one introductory and one advanced, at a major
university in Ho6 Chi Minh City. I also reviewed the written assignments and
exams that students completed for both courses. For the advanced course,
students were required to complete a practicum placement at a local state or
private organization. I closely followed three groups of five to six students
each who were placed, respectively, at three organizations: a transnational
NGO focused on youth, a religiously run school for primary and middle
school students from low-income families, and a government-affiliated
program offering primary and middle-school instruction to children whose
family circumstances—poverty, migration, addiction, violence, or illness,
especially AIDS—precipitated their withdrawal from regular, formal school-
ing. Under the supervision of key organization staff and a university faculty
member, the practicum students spent approximately sixteen hours per
week conducting outreach to identify one client with whom they then
worked closely to complete a case file with a detailed needs assessment and
concrete intervention plan. Over the course of the semester, I attended group
supervisory sessions at each site and read students’ notes, drafts of case files,
and final submissions. I conducted group interviews with students in each of
these three practicum cohorts, as well as detailed life history interviews with
the seven professional and academic social workers who supervised them. In
the summers of 2014, 2015, and 2016, I participated in a variety of intensive,
multiday training workshops for social work students, cadres, professionals,
and faculty on such topics as HIV/AIDS, gender and sexuality, addiction,
trauma, autism, and human trafficking. Finally, archival and media research
provided details on the history of social work in the Republic of Vietnam, as

well as contemporary efforts to professionalize and expand the field.
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Given the official mandate to develop the profession of social work
rapidly, course syllabi, practicum supervision, and training workshops were
often works of bricolage. Textbooks and other materials were translated
from English. Workshops typically featured foreign experts presenting in
English with live translation into Vietnamese, often resulting in inconsistent
use of terminology or confusion about underlying conceptual frameworks.
The practicing social workers supervising university student practicums
typically lacked formal degrees in the field; some had completed bachelor’s
or master’s degrees in related disciplines such as sociology or community
development, while others had acquired expertise through years of hands-on
experience. This meant that the content of the training they provided to
students often differed from what professors viewed as proper, professional
social work.**

Given these conditions, social work professors described their core
challenges at the time as, first, the dearth of case studies and other training
materials specific to Vietnam and, second, the lack of professional standards
for practicing social workers. During interviews and informal conversations,
they frequently emphasized the desirability of developing a Vietnamese
social work that would be responsive to the country’s particular circum-
stances, while also reflecting international scientific standards. Science, in
their view, encompassed theories of human psychology, development, and
environmental interaction, as well as rigorous methods of data collection,
evaluation, and intervention.

Science was also key to what social workers viewed as a crucial distinction
between charity—voluntaristic, haphazard, and short-term alleviation of
suffering—and social work: professional, rational, long-term assessment,
engagement, and intervention that would promote sustainable improvement
in clients’ circumstances. The scientific model of social work practice took as
its core object the client [thdn chii], defined during the first lecture of the
introductory course I attended as “a person, a group, or a community that is
facing difficulties in the process of existence and development and is the
partner with whom the social worker works.” The goal of social work was to
help the client to understand and take steps to address the sources of their
own distress through a model of empowerment that accepted clients as they

are and respected their right to self-determination and confidentiality.
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Notwithstanding the possibility of the client being a group or community,
the classes and workshops I attended tended to focus on an individuated
model of the client: a person who could be scrutinized by self and others and
who could be empowered to respond to problems—including those caused
by environmental factors such as economics, politics, and social relation-
ships—Dby altering their own feelings and actions.>* Self-cultivation has long
been important in Vietnam in both Confucian and Buddhist approaches to
personhood, but the model of client personhood articulated in social work
education strongly asserted a vision of the person as an autonomous entity
with intrinsic characteristics, emotions, and desires (possessive interiority)
deserving of respect and rights. As I and other scholars have argued, this
model of possessive interiority has unmistakable resonances with market
personhood that requires individuals to objectify themselves as projects of
continual self-improvement and investment so that they can better exercise
rationality, responsibility, and flexibility in the marketplace.?? In both its
therapeutic and neoliberal market valences, this kind of individuated, auton-
omous self differs markedly from a notion of personhood as shifting,
flexible, and shaped through, and hence dependent upon, environment and
social relationships (interrelational personhood), which is often cited as
central to cultures in the Global South, most especially Asia.?4

For compelling evidence that the expansion of a market economy entails
a shift in personhood, one need only observe the vibrant “psycho-boom” in
market socialist and post-socialist societies globally, including Vietnam, China,
Russia, and Eastern Europe. A profusion of therapy services, self-help books,
talk shows, advice columns, and training programs promise modern and
scientific strategies to realize individual happiness and economic success.>
Therapeutic personhood is part of a broader biopolitical project to produce
citizens responsibilized to engage in and advance the market economy. Coined
by Michel Foucault, the concept of biopolitics “takes the body as its target” to
construct “a form of governmentality that disciplines individuals through the
defining, measuring, standardizing, and categorizing of human physical differ-
ence.”® Focusing on biopolitics enables us to explore how “technologies of
rationalizing power that are centered on life” emerge through “the production
of social norms, standards, and categories as tools of governmentality.”2” While

governmentality often appears as a top-down project to form citizens and their
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conduct, biopolitical logics are themselves shaped by popular opinion that
makes claims to culture, norms, and social relations. As Claire Edington and
Martha Lincoln note, these dynamics in Vietnam have significant local,
regional, and transnational dimensions.?® The psycho-boom in Vietnamese
society is evidence that in recent decades, biopolitical targets have become
increasingly focused on the psychological dimensions of the population as an
important component of what scholars inspired by Foucault tend to describe as
the “conduct of conduct.”*®

I expected that the obvious resonance between therapeutic personhood
and market personhood would make social workers in Vietnam uneasy:
first, because it implicated them in a top-down biopolitical project of market
economic formation that they saw as a cause of clients’ distress, and second,
because the foreignness of the construct of possessive interiority jostled
uneasily with longstanding notions in Vietnam of personhood as something
that emerges relationally and collectively through socialization that priori-
tizes meeting others’ needs, as opposed to expressing a true self that predates
a particular context.3° Indeed, critiques of the power dynamics of the global
transfer of social work knowledge elsewhere have prompted calls for deco-
lonial and Indigenous social works that reject the social work practices of the
Global North for their reliance on the same “modern” notions of individu-
alism, culture, and civilization that in the past justified imperialist abuses,
such as the removal of Indigenous children from their families and com-
munities of origin.3*

Instead, I found that most of the social workers I encountered asserted
the value of their field and their own expertise by describing social work as
reflecting universal scientific knowledge. While the details of clients’ circum-
stances were particular to Vietnam, principles such as the stages of child
development or the relationship between individuals and their environment
were, I was told, true throughout the world. One experienced social work
professor with an advanced degree from the United States asserted during an
interview that Western scientific knowledge has value precisely because its
theory is universal. Anyone who claims that such knowledge is not relevant
to Vietnam, she declared, probably lacks the language skills or understand-
ing to read and think about it.3> As I describe below, this promise of

universal science and the status that attaches to those who master its theory



110 LESHKOWICH

made, first, the behavioral description MSM and, subsequently, the
knowledge about gender and sexuality associated with the term LGBT
especially attractive to Vietnamese social workers eager to establish the

legitimacy of their field.

Transnational Social Work Knowledge, Part 1: From
Social Evils to MSM

The Vietnamese government’s call to expand the field of social work in the
2010s represents the latest iteration of measures to address the problems
arising from rapid change associated with the market economy. Two decades
earlier, officials had taken a more coercive disciplinary approach that singled
out particular “social evils” [té nan xd héi] as threatening to the well-being of
the nation. Like the French colonial term les fleaux sociaux from which this
approach derived, “social evils” biopolitically linked health, nation, race, and
population.?3 During the 1990s, among the primary social evils were hetero-
sexual sex work and intravenous drug use because of their prominence as
vectors for the transmission of HIV. In contrast, while gay individuals were
originally identified as at high risk of infection, homosexuality did not figure
significantly in HIV/AIDS prevention work at that time, perhaps due to the
supposedly small number of such individuals in Vietnam.3+

In the first decade of the 2000s, as the government moved to recognize
the field of social work, official formulations of social evils expanded to
suggest that non-heteronormative practices threatened public health. The
Marriage and Family Law (2000) explicitly prohibited same-sex marriage.3s
In 2006, the National Assembly included gay men among groups at high
risk of HIV/AIDS.3¢ Reeducation camps were repurposed to reform the
individuals who engaged in such practices.3” The pejorative term pé dé
continued to circulate widely, and even seemingly neutral phrases like dong
tinh and gay were often prefaced by the auxiliary verb bj to indicate that
a subject suffered from being homosexual.3® Sexuality and gender identity
tended to be conflated in descriptions of all sexual minorities as part of
a “third world” [thé gidi thit ba, i.e., third gender] or béng, a term associated
with spirit mediums who wear clothing corresponding to the gender of the
spirit whom they are inviting to possess them.3® Homosexual persons [ngudi

ddng tinh] were often contrasted to “normal persons” [ngudi binh thudng],
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with even gay individuals referring to heterosexual persons as “normal.”4°
Media reports tended to depict homosexuality as a disease,+* while gay
characters in fictional accounts on television and in novels often met tragic
ends or became heterosexual.#* In a 2001 report on street children in Ho Chi
Minh City, the Swiss children’s rights organization Terre des Hommes stated
that in a survey, several direct service providers identified homosexuality as
“one of the most serious problems (more so than HIV AIDS).”43

Social evils discourse fueled a moral panic that condemned homosexu-
ality as some variant of the following: a foreign import, including from
overseas Vietnamese; a fashionable, but dangerous trend; or an inherent
pathology and transmissible disease.#* Dr. Tran Bong Son, whose popular
column, “Thic méc biét hoi ai?” [Wondering Who to Ask?], ran in the Hd
Chi Minh City newspaper Tudi Tré from 1989 until his death in 2004,
popularized the idea that some people were “truly homosexual” [dong tinh
thdt] as a congenital condition, while others were “fake gay” [dong tinh gid]
and following a trend.45 I detail below how the workshops I attended in the
2010s attacked this distinction and its emphasis on determining whether
someone was “really” gay. Nevertheless, Dr. Tran Bong Son’s claim that
congenital homosexuality was a normal feature of the human condition and
not something that could be “cured” [chiia] fostered acceptance of LGBT
identities, particularly for parents seeking advice about children whom they
believed could be gay or transgender.

Asindicated in Tuan’s comments during the 2014 workshop, social workers’
engagement with LGBT issues during the 2000s and 2010s primarily took the
form of HIV/AIDS prevention among men who have sex with men (MSM).
This work was supported by funding from the US President’s Emergency Plan
for AIDS Relief (PEPFAR) of nearly $300 million between 2003 and 2008.4¢ In
contrast to the social evils discourse that conflated and condemned both the
behavior and the people engaged in it, the shift to the global term MSM pro-
vided what Alfred Montoya characterizes as “a clarifying or technical interven-
tion, allowing disease surveillance workers to sidestep the psychosocial, or
sociopolitical identities associated with other terms, focusing strictly, in
technoscientific fashion, on practices that conditioned health outcomes.””

As the term MSM spread, however, Montoya demonstrates that this

Western public health term came to denote an identity category,
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interchangeable with the term gay: “a casual ‘youthful’ and ‘modern’
self-description.”#® As a result, the changing meaning of MSM shows how
“a new assemblage of epidemic prevention inculcates new ways of knowing
about oneself and others, and generates new communities and solidari-
ties.”#® According to Tom Boellstorff, this transposition was a global
phenomenon in which MSM shifted “from a category primarily excluding
other notions of sexuality and gender to a category primarily including
them; from a category primarily referencing behavior to a category primarily
referencing identity; and from a U.S.-based category to a category transna-
tional in scope.”s°

During my first round of fieldwork on social work (2010-2011),
I witnessed these dynamics play out on the ground in case work with
at-risk young people. The international NGO at which Tudn worked was
one of the practicum placement sites for the students I was following. I got to
know him during the group’s supervisory sessions. The organization was
engaged in extensive outreach to unhoused youth as part of an initiative
funded by PEPFAR/USAID (US Agency for International Development) to
stem the transmission of HIV by reducing risky behavior, providing health
advice, and promoting empowerment and self-advocacy. Tuan and other
project personnel also engaged in extensive research, some of which is now
cited as foundational to changing perceptions of LGBT identities. At the
time, however, the category of most concern to the organization was not
LGBT, but MSM as a specific risky behavior to be addressed through
education and harm reduction.

Although Tuén would later describe himself and other social workers in
his organization in the 2000s and early 2010s as not yet understanding
gender and sexuality, the field’s cardinal principle of nonjudgmental
acceptance of clients as the first step in helping them to identify and address
their own problems led supervisors to guide students toward adopting this
attitude when they encountered behavior by clients that they initially found
confusing or troubling. Students were tasked with outreach among
unhoused young people in several urban parks. They were to select one
person to become a client and to complete a case file consisting of intake,

assessment, and an intervention plan.>!
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One student worked with a young man, Huy, who had twice been sent to
a reeducation center for sex work. In her diary, the student reported that
although Huy expressed sadness about going with “clients” [khdch], he did
not have a better option. Huy wanted to study haircutting but could not gain
admission to a vocational training program. The student criticized reeduca-
tion camps as doing little to address the factors leading to sex work and in
fact causing further harm because of few alternatives post-release for a dif-
ferent occupation. The student’s assessment of Huy’s needs reflected her
assumption that he did not identify as gay and that a true loving relationship
would be heteronormative: “Having to rely on the entertainment of gay men,
Huy does not dare to dream that he will have a girl who will truly love him in
the future.”s> Her assumption was not questioned during the practicum’s
group supervision sessions, something that reflected the broader popular
perception at that time that most MSM were “not truly homosexual.”s3

Because the need for privacy meant that I did not participate in students’
conversations with clients, I lack direct information about how Huy may
have viewed himself. I therefore cannot say whether the student’s assessment
is accurate, but it demonstrates the ready availability of a narrative in which
MSM sex work reflects economic necessity, rather than sexuality. The idea
that homosexuality was a job, not an identity, was also something that clients
themselves might assert. An experienced social worker recounted to me in
2015 how one of her clients, an unhoused 12-year-old boy living in a park,
had disappeared during government efforts to clear the park of social evils.
When she saw him some time later in a different park and asked him what
he was doing, he responded, “lam pé dé,” which she translated into English
during our conversation as “working gay.”>4

Another student placed at a charity school run by a religious organization
prepared a case file about Thu, a 17-year-old girl. Thu’s youngest brother
died in 1996, apparently due to neglect by the paternal grandmother who
was watching him. This same grandmother had critiqued Thu’s father, who
died in 2008, as an inadequate provider. While the relationship with the
paternal side of the family had improved over the prior three years, Thu was
very sad and for several years had been going out late at night with friends.
The student reported in the diary that Thu “associated with unhealthy gangs,

including groups of dong tinh nit (Lesbian), and was starting to engage in
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quarrels, fighting, and swearing.”s> Thu’s friend called her “fem” [femme]5°
and “a girl who isn’t a girl.”>” While Thu’s mother did not seem concerned
about Thu’s friendship with lesbians, her aunt worried that Thu would not
find a husband. Thu had run away from home for three days, and her
younger brother was arrested for thievery in 2010. Thu’s deep sadness led
her, by the social work student’s account, to interact more with “nhém xa
hoéi den” [gangsters], which placed her at risk of sexual assault or addiction.
The student saw the negative family environment as the key factor that had
pushed Thu toward a bad crowd. She was surprised that their influence had
been so strong that Thu became the “boyfriend” of another woman and that
she did not seem embarrassed about this fact.

The student did not elaborate upon a possible contradiction in Thu’s
apparent simultaneous identification as fern and a boyfriend in a relationship
with another woman. The description may be consistent with fluid under-
standings of gender and sexuality on the part of Thu or her friends. Or it
may reflect that the student did not define gender and sexuality as distinct,
because such understandings had not yet become prevalent.5® Either way,
the student repeatedly ascribed Thu’s behavior to being a victim of her
environment. The proposed intervention plan, developed in dialogue with
other students and the leadership of the school, would alter this environment
through a series of positive rewards (ice cream) and negative punishments
(fines for swearing, low grades, and fighting).

These episodes from social work students’ training provide insight into how
a concept such as MSM can become a meaningful way to categorize individuals
and behaviors. The students encountered individuals whom they identified as
MSM because the proliferation of the concept fostered significant NGO work
and international funding. Montoya argues that such encounters, in tandem
with internet access that enabled transnational advocacy and development of
shared vocabulary around gender and sexuality, would ultimately lead indivi-
duals identified as MSM to come to understand themselves through that term
as not just a descriptor of their behavior, but also as an identity.5® During the
early phase of my fieldwork in 2010-2011, however, this shift was still in the
future. Instead, NGO and academic social workers, as well as students, tended
to view the category MSM and other non-heteronormative expressions of

gender or sexuality—with little or no distinction between the concepts of
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gender and sexuality—as context-dependent responses to economic necessity.
They were behaviors that young people could be guided away from through
a change in environment that might include incentives for positive behavior,
stronger family support, or access to vocational training. The students’ diaries,
the case files they prepared, and their conversations during practicum sessions
provide an on-the-ground portrait of “an HIV/AIDS apparatus that is also,
again, a system of subjectivation, a means of apprehending and remaking
subjects and futures in the service of securing health.”®® The form of this
subjectivation would soon become a problem, however, as a growing move-
ment seeking rights would assert that sexual minorities could not be reduced to
the public health category of MSM.

Transnational Social Work Knowledge, Part Il: From
Environment and Health to Identity and Rights

By the middle of the 2010s, the limitations of the category MSM in Vietnam
were apparent. A 2014 United Nations Development Programme (UNDP)
report on LGBT issues in Vietnam asserted that while HIV/AIDS prevention
funding and support groups had contributed to building LGBT networks
and sense of community, the focus on the epidemic had neither promoted
broader dialogue nor reduced stigma toward LGBT groups and identities; it
may even have increased stigma due to the association between MSM and
HIV.%* PEPFAR funding for Vietnam dramatically declined between 2014
and 2016, and state promotion of “socialization” [xd hgi hda] meant the
transfer of responsibility for social services from public to private entities.®?

This shift in international and national priorities, as well as the increas-
ingly apparent limitations of the MSM behavioral framework, led transna-
tionally funded NGO work in Vietnam to move from health and harm
reduction to what Natalie Newton describes as “explicitly politicized frame-
works of sexuality” that call for “sexual literacy’ around all forms of sexual
behavior and lesbian rights.”®? Vietnamese NGOs had begun to advocate for
LGBT rights in 2008 and campaign for same-sex marriage in 2012 using
a language of “rights of human beings” [quyén con ngudi] that was carefully
formulated to be distinct from “human rights” [nhdn quyén), the latter being
associated with critiques of the Vietnamese government by Human Rights

Watch and other entities.5 With this shift came new language to articulate



116 LESHKOWICH

LGBT identities and promote awareness and acceptance through global
symbols, such as rainbow flags and Pride parades.®> As Newton sums up,
“This work is strategic, political, and aims to redefine cultural norms around
gender and sexuality in Vietnam, using the momentum and clout of the
global LGBT movement.”5¢

What did the LGBT framework and support actually look like, as artic-
ulated in social work training programs? Most of the sessions I attended
between 2014 and 2016 were collaborative endeavors organized by a univer-
sity social work department and social workers affiliated with public and
private organizations, including Tudn’s international NGO, that assisted in
training undergraduate social work students. While the focus of the work-
shops varied based on the intended audience, they all proceeded from the
premise that gender and sexuality are fundamental, inherent aspects of an
individual’s identity. As such, LGBT individuals, like all human beings,
deserve recognition, rights, and respect. Educating social workers about
LGBT identities and experiences was key to their ability to provide empow-
ering, client-centered care and to combatting persistent stigma and discrim-
ination in the broader population.

All workshops spent time presenting key terms in English, translating
them into Vietnamese, and providing succinct definitions: gay [dong tinh
nam), lesbian [dong tinh nii], bisexual [song tinh], heterosexual [dj tinh], and
transgender [ngudi chuyén gidi], with the latter defined as someone with
a desired gender that does not match their biological sex.®” Transgender
individuals were said to be particularly vulnerable to stigma due to not
conforming to society’s gender expectations. Presenters described these
identities as reflecting the broader framework of sexuality [tinh duc] and
sexual orientation [xu hudng tinh duc], on the one hand, and gender identity
[bdn dang gidi] and gender expression [thé hién gidi] on the other. These
concepts were often introduced through international educational materials.
One workshop used the “genderbread person” created by Sam Killermann in
2011 to distinguish between gender identity, gender expression, sex, and
sexual orientation.®® Another workshop used a whiteboard animation video
funded by the US Consulate in Ho6 Chi Minh City.

Presenters described the English terms contained within the initialism

LGBT as conveying authoritative knowledge about gender and sexuality.
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Although some noted that the first three letters designate “who someone
loves” and the last letter describes “who someone is,” they all emphasized
that sexual and gender identities reflect one’s nature [bdn chdt]. They are
basic [cdn bdn] aspects of a person that cannot be changed or “cured.” Nor
can one be pulled into different gender or sexual identities by one’s milieu.
As a result, all of these identities are normal [binh thudng] and natural [ty
nhién]. This claim was read back through time, with a presenter in one
workshop saying that LGBT individuals had been part of humanity through-
out its existence, on the order of 5-10 percent of the population. Given that
the Institute for Studies of Society, Economy and Environment (iSEE) had
estimated in 2012 that the LGBT population in Vietnam was around 3 per-
cent of those between the ages of 15 and 59, or approximately 1.65 million
individuals, the higher figure provided in the workshop reflected global
estimates.®® While young people, especially in contexts that were unwelcom-
ing or hostile, might need to explore or experiment in order to determine
their gender or sexual identity, the presenters suggested that ultimately
“nature is nature” [bdn chdt vén ld bdn chdt]. This last statement reflects
what Trang Mai Le and Nilan Yu characterize as “an affirmative practice
approach,” in which the social worker guides clients to awareness of the
selves that they already or truly are and positively reinforces these self-
understandings.”® In the context of gender and sexuality, an affirmative
practice approach rests on “essentialist understandings of homosexuality
that view sexual orientation as an inherent trait that is fixed across the
lifespan. It sees the exploration, confirmation, and acceptance of homosex-
ual identity as an important need of sexual minority clients; thus, social work
should address such need.””*

Emphasizing the normalcy, naturalness, and inherent quality of sexual
orientation and gender identity was explicitly intended to combat the
stigmatization of LGBT as a disease or a trend that reflected moral corrup-
tion, perhaps associated with external influences that run counter to Viet-
namese culture and tradition. Workshop presenters often narrated an
optimistic view of Vietnam’s social progress, much like the one in the
introduction to this article. One presenter explained that in the past,
Vietnamese people had been unable to act on who they believed themselves

to be. Compared with that past narrow-mindedness, “today there are more



118 LESHKOWICH

open views” [ngdy nay da c6 nhiéu quan diém céi mé hon]. Such a context
enabled people to “reveal” [bdc I§] themselves. While this could therefore
look like a trend, what they were expressing was who they had been all along.

Although I never heard the term “possessive interiority” used in these
workshops, facilitators nonetheless presented gender and sexuality in ways
consistent with this concept of personhood. Different sessions elaborated
upon this underlying notion in a variety of ways. One workshop advanced
an essentialist approach by narrating the stages of child development at
which aspects of the interior gender or sexual identity would be expressed:
gender around the ages of 6-10 years old, with sexuality following at ages
11-14. Education about child development would help parents to support
their children and combat the stress, anxiety, and shame that presenters
claimed more than half of LGBT teens felt.

The idea that sexuality was inherent, yet perhaps not evident until the
second decade of one’s life, sometimes confused workshop attendees. At
a workshop in May 2015, one breakout group participant said that children
do not have a definite sexual orientation until they are about nine years old.
Because this workshop had an overarching focus on preventing human
trafficking, other participants interpreted this statement as suggesting that
sexual abuse at a young age might make someone gay. Some participants
countered that sexuality is something you are born with. A US-based social
worker summarized this exchange for the entire group. She then clarified
that while both gender identity and sexuality are inherent, gender identity
emerges first and becomes the basis for the expression of sexual orientation
in terms of the relationship between one’s own gender and the genders to
which one is attracted. She also noted that the causal direction of the rela-
tionship between abuse and sexuality was opposite to what the participant
had implied: because of stigma and shame, she explained, LGBT youth were
especially vulnerable to various kinds of abuse. For this reason, the notion
that children and sexual minorities had rights as human beings was partic-
ularly important.

One reason that the workshops I attended focused so much on the
inherent nature of gender and sexuality was due to ongoing, widespread
public perception that LGBT identities were a trend into which vulnerable

young people could be pulled. For example, during a breakout group in
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a June 2014 workshop, one university social work student described her
male friend who liked a girl, then thought he liked a boy. The workshop
participant was not sure whether her friend’s attractions reflected external
influences, emotional experimentation, or bisexuality. The ensuing discus-
sion pushed the young woman to focus less on her friend’s identity and more
on her own attitudes. A presenter pointed out that in asking whether her
friend was “really” gay, she had used the negative auxiliary verb bj, indicating
that one is experiencing something unwelcome or harmful. With educa-
tional environments and peers having such a strong influence on young
people’s psychology, the presenter suggested, the stigma embedded in this
small turn of phrase could block her friend from expressing his identity and
could lead to internalized homophobia, depression, and failure in school.
Workshop participants, both social workers and students, were encouraged
to empower LGBT youth so that they could express who they naturally are
and build the confidence to engage in self-protection in the face of
discrimination.

Another workshop included an extended discussion of the dangers
of heteronormativity embedded in Vietnamese phrases. Young men
were commonly asked whether they had a girlfriend—or young women
a boyfriend—“yet” [chua]. Presenters noted that homosexuality was
described as a disease [bénh] that one suffers, gets, or spreads [bi, mdc phdi,
lay]. While affection and love [tinh cdm, tinh yéu] were linked to hetero-
sexual relationships, same sex relationships were often dismissed as “just
a temporary feeling” [chi ld cdm xtic nhdt thoi thoi]. In yet another work-
shop, a participant asked who in same-sex relationships is the “man” and
who is the “woman.” The presenter explained that this question reflected
heteronormativity and that it is better to think of roles in all relationships as
fluid and not dictated by gender.

Alongside countering the disease conception, presenters also contested
the idea of situational or fake homosexuality [dong tinh gid] that had
continued to receive a lot of attention in Vietnam. As noted earlier, “fake
gay” is associated with Dr. Trin Béng Son and his Tudi Tré column. In
a post on its Facebook page, the community advocacy organization Ha Noi
Queer describes Dr. Son’s distinction between real and fake homosexuality

as follows: “Real [gay] is born men loving men and born women loving
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women, and it’s a disease, but one can’t cure it. Fake [gay] is following the
fashion of dating people of the same sex in order to be considered fashion-
able and trendy.”7> Ha Noi Queer notes that Dr. Son advocated that those
who were born homosexual should not try to change themselves. Others,
however, continued to cite him as evidence that experts believed there to be
fake homosexuality.”3 As in the workshops I attended, Ha Néi Queer rejects
the distinction, and hence public obsession with distinguishing, between
“real” and “fake” and instead asserts, “Everything is the diversity of human
expression.”7#

The possibility of fake homosexuality nonetheless continued to circulate
in the media and among the broader public. In November 2010, Tudi Tré
published a letter from a young man to his parents, who were devastated to
have recently discovered that he was gay. The young man understood their
distress but wondered why they could not see him as a “normal” person who
wants to love and be loved. He closed the letter: “the only difference is that I
love a boy. What can I do for you to accept this?”75> The next day, the
newspaper published a column by a doctor and PhD responding to the
many parents who had written that they thought their child might be gay
(using the English term). After asserting that people should see homosexu-
ality as normal,”® the doctor described a message from one concerned parent
whose twelfth-grade daughter had a relationship with a girl the year prior.
The parent asked the doctor whether “this disease could be cured.””” Two
other parents had submitted similar questions about their daughters. The
doctor responded that given the social acceptability of girls spending time
alone with each other, girls themselves might not be able to distinguish
whether this was “real or fake, they don’t know if it’s a temporary feeling
or their true sexual orientation.””® A “real homosexual woman” [ddng tinh
nit thdt] or “lesbian” (using the English term) might conceal her sexuality,
but her clothing or mannerisms would offer telltale signs. Noting the lack of
statistics in Vietnam, the doctor stated that globally only about 1.5 percent of
women were “true lesbians,” less than half the figure of 4 percent of men
being gay. “True” lesbianism cannot be cured because, the doctor wrote, it is
a matter of sexual orientation [xu thé tinh duc]: “if a girl reaches 20 and is
still in love with other girls, then people should accept her as lesbian.” “Fake

gay,” in the doctor’s view, would instead be a temporary state of confusion
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about gender, perhaps due to isolation, disappointment in heterosexual
relationships, or being forced to dress in particular ways.”® In terms of
advice, the doctor suggested that parents could subtly guide their children
toward the opposite sex via books and films. With time and patience,
children would come to “understand themselves clearly” [hiéu 16 bdn than
minh).8°

The durability of the notion of “fake gay” in the Vietnamese public sphere
reflected an unresolved tension that also lurked in the social work work-
shops. Participants sometimes struggled with the assertion that gender and
sexual identities were inherent, inborn, and fixed, versus something that
might change over time. For young people in particular, were different
expressions of sexual desire or gender part of the process of discovering
their true inherent identities? Or were gender and sexuality themselves more
fluid? During one workshop, a presenter responded to a question about how
to support LGBT youth by stating that sexual orientation can change accord-
ing to environment and should not be seen as fixed. It was not clear how to
reconcile the dominant theme of sexuality or gender as natural and inherent
with the claim that it might shift in an ongoing process of development. As
a result, by emphasizing gender and sexuality as congenital—“nature is
nature”—experts risked reinforcing perceptions of fluid gender or sexuality
as inauthentic, illegitimate, and illegible.

These moments in which participants and presenters suggest that the
environment or a process of experimentation might alter a person’s expres-
sion and understanding of their identity reveal the continued attraction of an
interrelational notion of personhood in which one becomes a person in
dialogue with others. Nevertheless, the expertise presented at all of these
workshops always returned to the fundamental assertion of possessive inte-
riority: gender and sexuality reflect who a person is within themselves,
naturally and all along. As such, LGBT persons must be respected and
guaranteed the same rights as other persons.

The affordances of this formulation are significant. Its adoption by an
increasing number of people in Vietnam has resulted in noteworthy
improvements in the lives of LGBT individuals. Acceptance means
decreased discrimination and violence within families and communities of

origin, making it less likely that LGBT youth will become unhoused and
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engage in transactional sex—precisely the outcome that Tuan and other
social workers had dedicated themselves to achieving.

Without discounting this very real progress, however, the educational
moments chronicled in this article show that transmission of transnational
rights-based LGBT discourse also sets up a binary between global—Western,
really—scientific facts about gender and sexuality versus Vietnamese cul-
tural conceptions (the latter of which are often cast in this binary as mis-
conceptions). The supposed Vietnamese cultural attitudes are then read
backwards in time to claim that Vietnamese society has always been homo-
phobic. For example, Le and Yu state that negative attitudes toward sexual
minorities stem from the “entrenched systems of ideas and beliefs”
associated with Vietnam’s triple religion [tam gido] of Confucianism, Bud-
dhism, and Taoism.?* Confucian notions of patriarchy and filial piety [hiéu]
construct obligations to continue lineage through reproduction and
emphasize respect for hierarchy and social cohesion.®> Taoism construes
a foundational gender binary of yin and yang [dm/duong].®* Buddhism
seems more accepting, but its focus on renouncing desire could be seen as
especially discouraging non-normative sexual behaviors or gender expres-
sions.?4 As a consequence of this ingrained cultural inheritance, “advocacy
work at various levels—community, institutional and societal—would be
needed to initiate the necessary social changes required to foster a more
inclusive environment.”®> Momentum for this advocacy has come from
external expertise and foreign investment by UNDP, PEPFAR, and trans-
national NGOs such as Save the Children, Oxfam, and the Ford Foundation.
On the level of the individual, such global expertise claims to foster self-
recognition and coming out.®¢

To be clear, elements of beliefs and practices in Vietnam historically
certainly did stigmatize forms of sexuality or gender expression. Specific
precepts within the tam gido presumed and hence promoted what today
would be termed heteronormativity and cisgender roles.’” These legacies
continue. Surveys show that Vietnamese individuals who closely identify
with Confucianism are more likely to have negative attitudes toward sexual
minorities.® A man who identifies as gay may nonetheless marry a woman

to produce an heir.®®
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But there has also been significant scholarship that complicates the story
of entrenched homophobia as a timeless, enduring feature of Vietnamese
culture. First, there is no evidence that homosexuality was legally prohibited
in pre-French colonial Vietnam.®° While the sixteenth-century Hong Dtic
code stated that male household servants would be decapitated for fornica-
tion with a son of the household, Nhung Tuyet Tran argues that this pro-
hibition was more about protecting class hierarchy in a patriarchal setting, as
opposed to condemnation of the sexual act in general.®* Second, scholars of
Vietnamese history have identified diverse forms of gender expression and
sexual desire that were practiced in the past and either accepted or ignored.
To give a few examples, in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, some
Vietnamese rulers had male concubines.®> In the early twentieth century,
Emperor Khai Dinh “presented a coherent and consistent gender and sexual
subjectivity outside the norms of masculinity for men in French colonial
Vietnam.”3 Further, the spirit possession rituals of Mother Goddess religion
[Dao Mau] appear to have provided an acceptable space for gender fluidity
that might also be expressed outside spiritual contexts.4 Traces of this
diversity are evident in Vietnam today in different concepts of identity and
behavior that “blend together notions of gender, class, and rural/urban
geography, and were not neatly homogenous.”®>

Perhaps most significantly for understanding contemporary transna-
tional flows of knowledge about gender and sexuality, there is evidence that
a preoccupation with naming and condemning homosexuality and non-
cisgender expressions emerged with particular force during the French
colonial period. French public health officials were concerned that the debil-
itating effects of climate, the availability of opium, the supposed lack of
sexual attractiveness of Vietnamese women, and the purported femininity
of young Vietnamese men would lead French men to fall into same-sex
relations.?S French colonial influence also led to the denigration of spirit
possession rituals.®” Newton characterizes this history of Vietnamese gender
and sexuality and critical interrogation of colonial classificatory practices as
challenging “the stability of gender itself in Vietnam, as well as homosexuality
or transgenderism as subjectivities or ‘identities’ that are stable across time.”®

Here, I wish to emphasize a related point: the contemporary adoption in

Vietnam of a specific corpus of knowledge about gender and sexuality and
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the notion of possessive interiority embedded within it might entail the
erasure of other more fluid and complex articulations of gender, sexuality,
and personhood, past and present.® Although the educational efforts spon-
sored by transnational NGOs that I have analyzed in this article clearly differ
in tone and content from French colonial moral panics about “opiomania
and pederasty,” there is an uncanny resonance between these as biopolitical
projects that identify flaws in gender and sexuality, declare them to be
inherent in Vietnamese culture or society, and call for them to be fixed
through the application of external expertise.

The global terminology of LGBT that defines gender and sexuality as
inherent features of the individual on the basis of science makes it hard to
discern how this supposedly universal formulation in fact reflects specific
cultural, social, political, and economic contexts that have made some iden-
tities possible, and others not. As Pham Quynh Phuong argues, the Viet-
namese LGBT movement’s focus on rights garnered emotional recognition
for LGBT individuals, but it sidestepped other important dimensions of
rights—such as the redistributive economic effects of legal recognition of
same-sex marriage.'°® Without overt attention to other aspects of inequality,
campaigns for recognition on the basis of gender or sexual identity risk
disproportionately advantaging individuals whose ethnic or class privilege
positions them as legible in transnational ways of knowing LGBT. As defini-
tions of LGBT identities gained traction in Vietnam in the 2010s, they were
retrospectively applied to human history to assert both that such identities
had always existed and that Vietnam had a persistent history of homophobia
and heteronormativity in need of correction by foreign expertise. This nar-
rative made it harder to recognize other—perhaps more fluid or shifting—
configurations of gender and sexual desire.

Finally, this lack of recognition of fluidity or contingency also has effects
on individuals. The assertion that rights and recognition are warranted
because gender and sexuality are inherent in one’s nature reflects a model
of possessive interiority in which a self precedes its social context. Rather
than the dialectical assertion that society is necessary for a person to become
a self, the “possessive interiority” formulation tends to see society as blocking
the self. This vision also asserts that while the true self may be inherent, it

must be discovered, examined, cultivated, and developed. This rights-based
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notion of possessive interiority has a long history in the Global North
associated with the Enlightenment and liberal democracy, which, in turn,
incorporated aspects of earlier Christian confessional approaches to the
person as an ongoing project to be probed and improved.*°* In recent
decades, however, the construct of possessive interiority has acquired
a decidedly neoliberal cast and become globally ascendant in contemporary
economic formations precisely because such a person is responsibilized to
scrutinize and invest in the self and, as a consequence, behave as a rational
market economic actor.*°>

The social workers with whom I conducted research did not explicitly
discuss the similarities between possessive interiority, therapeutic concep-
tions of client personhood, and neoliberal market personhood. Instead, they
tended to view their field’s definition of the client and methods to work on
the self as tools to counter the inequalities of the marketplace by empower-
ing individuals to understand themselves, change their behavior, and, in so
doing, improve their circumstances, including economic status. They recog-
nized this model of client personhood as novel in the context of Vietnam. As
noted above, however, instead of seeing it as reflecting particular historical
configurations of political economy, they tended to assert that it was a uni-
versal, scientific fact that could now be promoted because Vietnamese soci-
ety itself was changing for the better and becoming more open.

In the specific case of LGBT expertise shared in social work training
programs, the possessive interiority conception of client personhood
entailed an essentialist assertion of gender and sexual identity as inherent.
Vietnamese social workers astutely realized that adopting this transnational
expertise about gender and sexuality would improve the lives of LGBT
individuals by enabling them to discover and be their “true selves” and to
have society recognize and value them as such. What social workers did not
seem inclined to interrogate was how this notion of LGBT personhood, as
with their notions of client personhood more broadly, contains elements of
possessive interiority that are also integral to the turn toward therapeutic
governance in service of the development of a market economy, especially in
socialist and formally socialist contexts. In other words, they did not ques-
tion whether application of expertise about LGBT identities and advocacy

for particular legal rights like same-sex marriage in Vietnam might be
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implicitly linked to biopolitical and political economic projects to transform
personhood. Nor did they tend to ask whether their own promotion of such
a model of personhood, in spite of its benefits, might also foster problematic
social sequelae of a market economy, such as the tendency to treat socio-

economic distress as an individualized pathology.

Conclusion

Tuén and other social workers were right to see transnational LGBT rights
movements and scientific expertise as countering prior Vietnamese govern-
ment approaches to homosexuality and sex work as carceral targets to be
transformed through repurposed reeducation camps. In the 2000s and early
2010s, the construct MSM appealed to social workers because of its central-
ity to global HIV/AIDS prevention efforts. By the mid-2010s, the term MSM
was supplanted by English-language notions of gender and sexuality, rooted
in universal scientific claims about identity and child development. The
initialism LGBT both encapsulated knowledge about identity that reflected
Vietnamese social workers’ conception of client personhood and invited
them to join a globally progressive movement toward rights that celebrates
human diversity. This corpus of knowledge has provided compelling lan-
guage to change public attitudes—including claims about Vietnamese cul-
ture and tradition—that had fueled stigma, discrimination, and violence.
But this article is a provocation to consider how expert knowledge about
gender and sexuality, like all such ontological formulations about human
beings, involves trade-offs. The persistent popular concern in the 2010s
about “fake gay” as a phenomenon to which young women were thought
to be particularly susceptible underscores the need for further critical inter-
sectional analysis of the connections between gender and sexuality in
Vietnam. Newton notes significant differences in visibility and community
strength between Vietnamese gay men and lesbian women and argues that
these reflect priorities of “global LGBT human rights movements” as well as
“NGO structures, political rhetorics, and financial structures of sustainabil-
ity.”1°3 If sexual orientation and gender identity are to be asserted through
a universalizing discourse that sees these constructs as distinct, then such
recognition is also subject to, and risks perpetuating, “global political

hierarchies.” o4
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Even as social workers began in the 2010s to advocate for a rights-based
approach that linked “sexual rights with rights to health, housing, food,
employment, and social mobility opportunities,”*°> limitations on political
mobilization and the need to prove the scientific efficacy of the field led
Vietnamese social workers to focus on individual casework and transforma-
tion, as opposed to advocacy, to address structural inequality.*°S By adopting
and spreading transnational expertise about gender and sexuality, social
workers in Vietnam during the 2010s became key allies in the movement
for LGBT rights. Their contribution is haunted, however, by a profound
irony. Social workers are dedicated to ameliorating the negative effects of
the marketplace. As they moved from viewing MSM practices as the cir-
cumstantial result of market forces and instead embraced LGBT as author-
itative scientific knowledge about universal human gender and sexuality,
they adopted a model of personhood that was even more fundamentally
implicated in market logics because it located them within the most intimate

architecture of the self.
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ABSTRACT

During the 2010s, public attitudes in Vietnam shifted from hostility toward
homosexuality to increasing support for LGBT rights. This article analyzes
how social work expertise contributed to this transformation. In 2010, staff

at an international NGO in Hb Chi Minh City ascribed unhoused men’s
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transactional sex with men to economic desperation. Within five years,
social workers had adopted global frameworks positing gender and sexuality
as innate aspects of personhood and blamed homelessness and sex work by
LGBT individuals on homophobic discrimination. While these expressions
of transnational expertise promoted LGBT rights, they also reinforced
notions of “market personhood” and risked marginalizing diverse

articulations of gender and sexuality in Vietnam, past and present.
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