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TÓM TẮT 
Sự di chuyển trong không gian là một khái niệm dùng để xác định mức độ độc lập của con 

người đối với những ràng buộc về phạm vi địa lý. Khái niệm này được nhiều học giả trên thế giới áp 
dụng trong những nghiên cứu về giới và bình đẳng giới. Theo quan niệm truyền thống, khả năng di 
chuyển trong không gian của phụ nữ được coi là hạn chế hơn so với của nam giới do ảnh hưởng của 
vai trò “tái sản xuất”. Tuy vậy, nghiên cứu thực tế ở làng nghề mộc truyền thống – Kim Thiều, huyện 
Từ Sơn, tỉnh Bắc Ninh cho thấy phụ nữ không còn bị trói buộc trong phạm vi “lũy tre làng”, trái lại 
khả năng di chuyển trong không gian của họ rất đa dạng nhờ quá trình phát triển sản xuất hàng hóa 
và đa dạng hóa sinh kế trong nông thôn. Thông qua việc đa dạng hóa và mở rộng khả năng di chuyển 
trong không gian, những phụ nữ này không chỉ góp phần cải thiện chất lượng cuộc sống của gia đình 
và bản thân, mà họ còn gia tăng được quyền lực của mình trong gia đình và cộng đồng. 

Từ khóa: Hàng hóa, nghề thủ công, phụ nữ, sự di chuyển trong không gian, sự trao quyền. 

SUMMARY 
Spatial mobility is a concept which is used to show the human's independence from 

geographical constraints. As a result, it has been applied by feminists and gender theorists in doing 
the researches on gender equality. Conventionally, women’s spatial mobility was considered as more 
limited than men’s because of their domestic and reproductive roles. However, the empirical data and 
information from Kim Thieu, a traditional woodcarving village in Northern Vietnam, has witnessed that 
women are not entrapped in their “bamboo edge”, but their spatial mobility has become diverse 
thanks to the process of commoditization of rural economy and diversification of rural livelihood. 
Through the expansion of spatial mobility, women can not only improve their lives, but also empower 
in their families as well as in the community. 

Key words: Commoditization, craft, empowerment, spatial mobility, women.  

1. INTRODUCTION  

The researches on contribution of women in 
economic and rural development have been paid 
much attention since the 1960s. At that time, most 
theorists tried to explain why women were 
subordinated to men in several social activities as 
well as in production including the limitation of 
“spatial mobility”. Thus, women’s spatial mobility 
has become attractive for geographical feminists. 

According to them, women’s spatial mobility is 
more limited than men’s because of their domestic 
and reproductive roles. But this notion has been 
criticized because it narrowly concentrated on the 
material aspect of spatial mobility. However, the 
contemporary researches have demonstrated that 
due to the development of production and the 
diversification of livelihood strategies, women’s 
spatial mobility has been expanded and diversified. 
Thanks to the expansion and diversification of 
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spatial mobility, rural women can not only improve 
their livelihood, but also empower themselves. 

Vietnam has thousands of traditional craft 
villages, which are scattered around the country. 
Thanks to Vietnamese government policies on 
development of rural economy such as “leaving the 
rice fields but not the countryside” and 
diversification of rural livelihood, a number of 
traditional craft villages have been revived and 
developed in the trend of commercialization and 
globalization (Kabeer, 2003). The expansion of 
production of craft making activities has absorbed 
almost all male and female local labors. Component 
parts of rural work force have become more 
complicated because a number of outsiders who 
come from different locations participate as both 
casual and regular migrant workers in the craft 
villages. Women participate in craft making 
industry not only as home-based workers, but also 
as traders, shopkeepers, entrepreneurs, and mobile-
contract labors. This means that women’s spatial 
mobility becomes very diverse. The questions are 
the fact that when and by which way these women 
can create the different patterns of spatial mobility 
through their participation in craft making industry. 
Based on the empirical data and information from 
Kim Thieu - a traditional woodcarving village, this 
paper aimed (i) to clarify the factors which 
influence on rural women’s spatial mobility; (ii) to 
investigate different commuting patterns of rural 
women who participate in craft making industry; 
and (iii) to find out how rural women can empower 
through expansion of spatial mobility.  

2. METHODOLOGY 
Among several traditional handicraft villages 

in Bac Ninh province, Kim Thieu was selected as 
the study site. In 2007, Kim Thieu had 1726 
inhabitants who live in 411 households of which 
315 households operated craft activities. The 
secondary information and data on development 
process of woodcarving industry were gathered 

from published reports, written and oral histories. 
Moreover, the results of previous researches were 
considered. Primary information were collected 
from interactions in everyday life of the author and 
different categories of women. A variety of primary 
data were collected based on questionnaires (a 
combination of closed-ended, fixed-lengthy, in-
depth, interactive interviews). The main 
interviewees were selected from different groups of 
women who participate in woodcarving industry. 
These groups of women consist of those who live 
in Kim Thieu but work either in or outside the 
village, and those who live outside but come to 
work in Kim Thieu. The sample size of the research 
is shown in the table 1. 

Together with personal and household 
surveys, a variety of PRA techniques were used to 
elicit the relevant information from informants, 
including focus group interviews, key informants, 
seasonal calendars, and problem analysis tools. 
Gender-sensitive participatory group meetings were 
also organized in the village.  

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION ON WOMEN’S 
     SPATIAL MOBILITY 
3.1. Demographic and Socioeconomic Characteristics 
        of Female Interviewees 

Table 2 shows that there are few differences 
between home-based working and non-home-based 
women in terms of demographic and 
socioeconomic characteristics. The majority of 
women obtained education level at secondary 
school (84.62% in the first group and 100 % in the 
second). These data reflect general situation of 
education of girl students in rural areas of Vietnam. 
The  “son preference” ideology still exists in 
several regions, so that most of parents willing to 
invest in son’s education rather than in daughters. 
For both groups, two-thirds of women fall in the 
between thirty and forty years of age category. All 
of female interviewees are married. 

Table 1. Categorization of Interviewees 

Interviewee Persons 
1. Different categories of women 120 
    Of which: - Women live and work in the village 50 
                    - Village women work far from their home 20 
                    - Contract female labors come from outside 50 
2. Entrepreneurs 10 
3. Husbands of these women 30 
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Table 2. General information of village women engaging in woodcarving industry 

Variables Home-based working women 
N = 50 (%) 

Non-home-based working women 
N = 20 (%) 

Educational Achievement   
Primary 7.69 0.00 
Secondary 84.62 100.00 
High School 7.69 0.00 
Age   

20 – 30 yr 15.38 33.33 
30 – 40 yr 61.54 66.67 
Over 40 yr 23.08  

Marital Status   
Married 100.00 100.00 
Single 0.00 0.00 
Family Model   
Nuclear 61.54 66.67 
Extended 38.46 33.33 
Numbers of Children (child) 2.5 2.2 
Main Occupation   
Woodcarving and Farming 86.62 16.67 
Trading and Woodcarving 15.38 83.33 
Starting to work in woodcarving at ... (age) 19.07 14.66 

Source: Household Survey, 2007 

Similar to the movement in other developing 
countries, the family model in Vietnam has 
remarkably changed from extended to nuclear 
families since the 1970s. The surveyed data 
indicates that two-thirds of interviewed households in 
both groups are nuclear families while the rest still 
maintains the traditional family model. The couples 
who keep living together with their parents mostly 
are young and recently got married. Due to the Family 
Planning Program, the family size in Kim Thieu 
village has been significantly reduced. The average 
numbers of children for one couple have been 
decreased from four in the early 1980s to around 
two in the first years of the twenty first century.  

Since the time of Doi Moi, traditional 
woodcarving industry has been revived and 
developed in Kim Thieu. As a result, villagers no 
longer merely live on farming, but they can make 
their living from the combination of woodcarving 
and farming. The data in the table 2 also shows that 
the structure of women’s occupation has been 
changed in the trend of off-farm domination. 
Although majority of women in both groups assert 
that their main occupation is woodcarving, there is 
a big difference between them. Whereas most of 
women in the first group spend their time on 
woodcarving production in combination with small 
farming, the second group is much related to business 

and very few people among them maintain farming. 
Almost all village women have engaged in 
woodcarving industry at very young age (from 15 
to 19 years old). This data can interpret why a large 
proportion of village women stop their schooling at 
secondary level. 

In summary, the data in table 2 demonstrates 
that socioeconomic characteristics of two groups of 
female interviewees in Kim Thieu village are quite 
similar. Thus, the explanatory variables such as 
educational level, age, marital status, model of 
family, and numbers of children can be eliminated 
from the factors which influence women’s 
decisions of working at home or going to work 
outside the village. 

3.2. The Influential Factors on Women’s Spatial  
       Mobility 

To investigate the factors which impact on 
women’s spatial mobility, it is necessary to show 
why these women decide to work at home, whereas 
the others choose going outside. The factors that 
constrain women to go working outside the village 
are presented in table 3. Nevertheless, the 
quantitative data does not allow people to understand 
deeply in specific context. For this reason, case 
studies become more useful in order to identify 
different factors which impact on women’s decision 
on their workplace as well as their occupation. 
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Table 3. Reasons for decision as self-employed workers 

Reasons Percentage 

Don’t like to live far away family 34.62 

Taking care of children 73.01 

Taking care of parents 26.92 

Domestic works 46.15 

Husband’s attitude 11.54 

In fear of risk 26.92 

High economic status 15.39 

Limitation of Financial Capital 42.31 

Availability of job opportunity in the village 30.77 

             Source: Household Survey, 2007 

73 per cent female respondents contend that 
taking care of the children is one of the important 
reasons which inspire their selection of the 
workplace (Table 3). These women scarify their 
spatial mobility to their children’s future. Mrs. 
Dao Thi Nghia – a thirty six year old married 
woman said:  

"I used to want to seek jobs outside the 
village when I was young, but now I give up that 
intent. The reason is that I have recognized that 
children of several outside working mothers 
become depraved because they are not carefully 
looked after. So, I think that income is very 
important for our lives, but children are the 
wealthiest properties. I know that as a home-
based worker, I have to work harder because I 
must be responsible for both domestic chores and 
production. However, I feel secure about my 
children’s future" (Personal Interview, Jul. 2007). 

Among 50 women working in their village, 
34.62 per cent of them suppose that they decide to 
become home-based workers because they do not 
want to live far from their families. More than a 
quarter of total respondents choose to work within 
their hometown as they are in fear of risks. There 
are a lot of women responding that they cannot go 
to make business outside the village because of the 
limitation of financial capital while one-third of 
total respondents suppose that they do not need to 
seek jobs far away their hometown due to the 
availability of job opportunity in the village.  

Despite the fact that almost three quarters of 
respondents see taking care of their children is the 
reason of their home-based working, only 19.23 per 

cent women have to do the domestic works, 
especially looking after children alone. Most of 
them (80.77 per cent) can share domestic works 
with their husbands, grown-up children, parents, 
and parents-in-law. However, in order to get the 
support from other family members, especially 
male and mother-in-law, these women have to 
negotiate within intra-family relationships. A young 
married woman expresses her experience that:  

“I always work hard in both woodcarving 
production and domestic works. So, when I need 
any help, my husband seems to be ready. But, in 
order to get the so-called ready help from 
husband, I must behave kindly towards him” 
(Personal Interview, Jul 2007).  

Interestingly, there are only 11.54 per cent of 
home-based female workers suppose that they 
decide to work at home because their husbands 
disagree to them to go outside. However, the 
interviews with their husbands show an opposite 
results. Despite the fact that almost all husbands do 
not explicitly prevent their wives from working 
outside home, ninety per cent of interviewed 
husbands seem not advocate their wives going out 
to earn money even if they are poor. Most of 
husbands affirm that they can be responsible for all 
domestic works including taking care of their 
children when their wives do not stay at home, but 
they still do not want them to leave their families 
for making money. These husbands use the guise of 
“bread-winners” to keep their wives working at 
home. Mr. Viet – Nguyen’s husband claims that 
today husband and wife are equal in terms of 
decision making and contribution to household 
economy. However, he does not encourage his wife 
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to work away the hometown. For him, “working 
outside the village may not hard as in the village, if 
not unburdened for women. But, I am afraid that 
my wife may be trapped in the temptation of the 
outside world which will disturb our family. 
Further, I am willing to work hard to make money 
rather than to do the domestic works. I don’t want 
to become a sleazy man in other villagers’ eyes” 
(Personal Interview, Jul 2007).  

Women have their own reasons to work within 
the village, 50 per cent of respondents still want to 
go to make earning from outside while 46.2 per 
cent do not, and 3.8 per cent provide no answer. 
Among those who would like to make living from 
outside, 84.62 per cent answer that they aspire to 
improve their household income while 30.77 per 
cent contend that working away their home can 
bring them more freedom. However, if we question 
further, the respondents will indicate varied and 
deeper personal reasons for their desire of working 
outside the village. There is a desire to experience 
different places, to learn new knowledge and to 
meet new people. These young women were also 
motivated to leave rural for urban areas because it 
will give them the opportunity to become “modern” 
or to learn new ways of living, and more 
importantly, motivation is to be free from family 
constraints. 

To sum up, this section emphasizes on finding 
out the key factors which inspire women’s decision 
of working within the village. Both quantitative and 
qualitative data reflect that a number of rural 
women decide to become home-based workers 
because of their reproductive roles. However, the 
unwillingness to live away their families; scarify 
for children’s future; fear of risk; avoidance of 
intra-family conflict and availability of job 
opportunity in the village can be considered as the 
important factors that strongly impact on these 
women’s option. Women’s desire of spatial 
mobility is changed according to their life cycle. 
The evidence is that a number of women who are 
working in the village at present used to work away 
their hometown when they were young or single. 
Further, several women who have been categorized 
in this group also want to change their workplace 
when the economic conditions changed or when 
their children are grown up. Thus, the meanings of 
working as home-based workers are different from 
those of spatial entrapment in the context of Kim 
Thieu village. 
3.3. The Patterns of Women’s Spatial Mobility 

It must be asserted that the patterns of 
women’s spatial mobility have been changed 
thanks to the revival and development of traditional 
woodcarving industry. Kim Thieu woodcarvers 
produce more diverse wooden products than they 
have done before. Their products today serve both 
domestic and international markets.  

Regarding domestic market, Kim Thieu’s 
wooden commodities are sold in many big cities 
such as Hanoi, Hai Phong, Vinh Phuc, Nha Trang, 
and HCM City where a lot of high-income 
consumers can afford high quality products at very 
high price. Most of the products have been chiefly 
sold in domestic market by two ways: (i) the large 
scale producers individually or collectively rent the 
shops in the mentioned cities, then to send their 
family labors there, and (ii) the medium and small 
scale producers often sell their products to final 
customers directly or through the village traders. 
Besides, in order to export woodcarving products to 
China, there are about forty households who have 
rented stores in the Vietnamese-Chinese border 
trading zone (in the Chinese side). All shopkeepers 
are women whilst men conduct the production 
process in their family factories. Even though, 
village women cannot suddenly move from the 
village to the cities and the border trading zone. In 
contrast, the reason for which many village women 
become woodcarvers, traders and shopkeepers of 
art furniture can be explained as a complicated and 
lengthy negotiation process.  

In this section, different patterns of women’s 
spatial mobility are analyzed for two groups of 
women as described in the table 1 including the 
village women working away their home and 
female contract labors from other location going to 
work in Kim Thieu. 

3.3.1. The Spatial Mobility of Village Women  
This group consists of women those who have 

furniture shops outside the village. There are totally 
sixty households who have furniture shops in the 
inland cities and abroad, of which forty located in 
Fuzhai (China - Vietnam border trading zone) and 
twenty located in the cities such as Hanoi, HCM 
city, Nha Trang and others. All shopkeepers are 
women who usually go back and forth from the 
village to the shop. Their journeys and commuting 
are so diverse and different from one another. The 
journeys-to-work of these women is witnessed in 
the table 4. 
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Table 4. The journeys-to-work of village woodcarving sellers 

Location Distance from village 
(km) 

Number of 
household Means of transportation 

Hanoi 30 10 Motorbike, private car 
Vinh Phuc province 60 2 Public car, motorbike 
Hai Phong 150 3 Public car, bus 
Fuzhai market 200 40 Public car 
Vinh 300 1 Train, bus 
Nha Trang 1700 2 Airplane, train, bus 
HCM city 2000 4 Airplane, train 

Source: Personal Survey, 2007 

However, women’s journeys are not straight 
and simple such as from the village to the shop 
location, stay there and come back home. In fact, 
their patterns of spatial mobility are so complicated. 
For example, Mrs. Hoa not only travels from Kim 
Thieu village to Fuzhai market, but she sometimes 
also follows Chinese customers to enter further 
inland China in order to look for new business 
opportunities as well as to investigate the changes 
of market demand. She has been in Beijing, 
Shanghai, Hang Zhou, Xian, Guangzhou, Fukien, 
Shangdong, and Shengzhen several times. She has 
also been in Cambodia and Laos to seek material 
sources for expanding her family factory.  

Frequently, the shopkeepers and woodcarving 
traders come to visit family once a month. 
Nowadays, there is no any difficulty in 
transportation though those women have to travel 
very long journey. The reason is that there are some 
households in Kim Thieu and surrounding village 
who provide daily passenger transport service. 
Anyone who wants to go just needs to call them 
and book the seat before one day. The driver comes 
to pick them up at “local bus stations”. The patterns 
of commuting and durations of stay away family 
vary among the group of mobile women. Whereas 

some women can conduct their business outside the 
village but do not need to stay there, most of the 
female shopkeepers usually live and work at the 
shop location. They only go home in the special 
occasions such as in traditional festivals of the 
village, in the death anniversary of their parents and 
ancestors, and in the New Year occasion. This 
group of women can be divided into three 
categories. The first category consists of those who 
have to stay in the shop all the year round. They are 
people who have recently started their business 
outside village. Thus, they should be present all the 
time in order to set up the network of regular 
customers. The second group consists of those who 
are willing to stay at the furniture shop for long 
term. They are those whose children are grown up 
so that they can take care of themselves and take 
over their mothers to do the domestic works. The 
last group  constitutes women whose shops are 
located so far away the village such as in Nha 
Trang and HCM city.  

To compare with the spatial mobility of 
village women before Doi Moi, there are a lot of 
changes in the patterns of mobility from the 
physical to emotional elements. The below table 
indicates the major changes (Table 5). 

Table 5. Changes in women’s spatial mobility 

Elements Before Doi Moi Since Doi Moi onward 
Position Mostly, followers of husbands Active agents 
Distance Surrounding communes Far cities and abroad 
Duration Permanent migration or daily commuting Flexibility in each context 
Motivation Seeking for survival Seeking for prosperity 
Occupation Farmer, carpenter, small trader Shop keeper, businessman 
Means of transportation Walking, bicycle, small boat Car, bus, motorbike, train, airplane 

Source: Personal Survey, 2007 
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3.3.2. Patterns of Spatial Mobility of Female Contract  
           Workers 

Aside from two groups of village women, 
there are a number of female labors who come from 
other locations for earning work in Kim Thieu 
village as daily and regular contract workers, 
because off-farm job opportunities are not available 
in their home locations. The survey data shows that 
100 per cent of contract workers have similar social 
and economic background of middle-to-low income 
families, predominantly in farming (Table 6). 

Everyday, there are hundreds of women who 
come to seek jobs in Kim Thieu village since early 
morning and return home in the late afternoon. 
Their ages vary from 15 to 45 years old, of which 
about 22 per cent fall in the category of under 20 
years of age, 44.4 per cent centre on the group of 
age from 20 to 30 years old, and one-third of total 
belonging to the group of older than 30 years old. 
The married women occupy two-third of total 
interviewees with the average number of children 
being 2.5 per  mother. Regarding to educational 
level, almost all respondents stop schooling at 
secondary school while very few people can obtain 
high school level.  

Among interviewees, 55.6 per cent respondents 
never have certain destinations of work. They 
usually gather into an expanse in Kim Thieu and 
create a marketplace of daily contract labors. All 
workers arrive at that marketplace by bicycles with 

the average distance of 10.3 km from Kim Thieu 
village. The one who comes from farthest 
community has to cycle about 18 km of rough road 
and to cross a river by ferry. These women stand at 
the place which is called “labor market” to wait for 
villagers come to hire. Almost seventy per cent of 
contract labors are willing to work for craft making 
industry only, and the rest 22.22 per cent of labors 
accept to do any kind of work as long as they can 
get some money.  

The pattern of works is different among 
contract workers. The young-unmarried girls go to 
work more often than middle-aged-married women. 
More than 40 per cent of young girls work in the 
craft making industry in Kim Thieu village as 
regular contract labors. They come there to work 
everyday except the in special occasions such as 
village festival, memory-worshipping ancestor, the 
peak season of agricultural production at their 
hometown, and sickness. These labors can receive 
wage daily or monthly depending upon their choices. 

According to young girls’ opinion, working as 
a casual labor would get higher wage than a regular 
labor can earn. However, they still want to work 
regularly because it is more stable. Moreover, 
working for certain owner helps them to reduce the 
time seeking for work everyday. Wage level is not 
fixed, but varies according to the verbal 
agreement/negotiation between the owners and 
contract labors. 

Table 6. Characteristics of contract female labors working in Kim Thieu 

Characteristics Results 
Age  

Under 20 yrs 22.22% 
From 20 to 30 yrs 44.44% 
Over 30 yrs 33.34% 

Marital Status  
Married 66.67% 
Single 33.33% 

Average Educational Level Secondary 
Average Distance from Kim Thieu 10.34 km 
Time of Work  

Permanent 44.45% 
Temporary 55.55% 

Kinds of Work  
Carving only 66.67% 
Farming only 11.11% 
Carving and Farming 22.22% 

Means of Transportation Bicycle (100%) 

                  Source: Personal Survey, 2007 
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 Apart from the verbal agreement, wage rate is 
determined by types of work undertaken by 
particular labor. Although most of female labors 
come to Kim Thieu village to work in craft making 
industry as polishing workers, they are diverse in 
terms of skill, experience, and health. While 
someone who can polish wooden things by 
machine is paid from 32 to 35 thousands VND, 
people doing the same kind manually can only get 
from 20 to 25 thousands VND per day. 

To investigate the motivations of female 
labors come to work in Kim Thieu village, the 
question: “why do you come here to work?” has 
been asked for women at different ages. Most of the 
interviewees indicate that the reasons they go 
outside to make more earnings because of cash 
demand. Although they can afford for food by 
farming, they are still cash hungry because cash 
nexus nowadays becomes very popular in rural 
areas. People need money not only for children’s 
education investment, but also for maintenance of 
social relationship in their community.  

In brief, this section tried to synthesize 
different patterns of women’s spatial mobility 
which are related to development of craft making 
activity. It can be said that the revival and 
development of traditional woodcarving industry in 
Kim Thieu village should be seen as a critical 
factor which inspires the change in the patterns of 
women’s spatial mobility. Although there are a lot 
of village women deciding to work at home as self-
employed workers, they are not spatial entrapped as 
several writers have claimed. In comparison with 
male villagers, home-based workers seem to have 
shorter distance of spatial mobility while the 
mobile women have much longer journeys-to-work. 
Whereas the spatial mobility of female 
woodcarving traders and shopkeepers is motivated 
by their desire of prosperity, the one of female 
hired workers is much related to their sustainable 
livelihood, especially their cash demand. Despite 
the fact that women engage in spatial mobility with 
different motivations and status of occupation, they 
are similar in terms of the way in which they have 
to negotiate with other family members as well as 
with conventional perception of female occupation 
for their mobility. 

3.4. The Spatial Mobility as Social Capital and 
        Means of Empowerment 

The word empowerment itself inclines to 
claim for women. But, it is perceived and 

interpreted in different ways among feminist 
groups. In this paper, Williams’s (2005) debates on 
gender and spatial mobility is borrowed to discuss 
on why spatial mobility should be seen as social 
capital as well as the way in which women can 
empower themselves. It can be argued that spatial 
mobility allows women, especially female traders 
and shopkeepers to engage in wider social networks 
with different social relations in order to enrich 
their “social capital” that plays a key role in 
sustaining their livelihood. The fact of Kim Thieu 
village which seems to be counter to the discourse 
of globalization has produced female migrants as 
local subjects who are subordinated to, and 
contained within global capitalist economy. 
Further, the empirical data and information from 
the field also show that female spatial mobility 
contests a local perception of femininity, 
transgressing a spatial association with home and 
hometown.  

The mobile women have to experience and to 
cope with different social relations which imply 
multiple scales of power relations in the place and 
space which are distant from their hometown, from 
their families/kin, thus from their familiarity. 
Hence, the meanings of kinship and friendship for 
mobile women are quite different from those for 
home-based working women. One of the most 
important contributions of spatial mobility to 
women’s social capital is that they become more 
and more self-confident in doing business not only 
in their country, but also abroad. With self-
confidence, women can empower themselves at 
different arenas including family, community and 
labor market. 

The second contribution of spatial mobility is 
that mobile women change their place and their 
roles all the time, so they can change the way of 
life, way of being, and also way of thinking 
connected to their identities in specific situation. By 
doing so, women become more powerful in their 
family and kin as well as in the community. 
Further, as active traders and shopkeepers in both 
domestic and international markets, the mobile 
women are not confined to traditional lifestyle. By 
contrast, they know how to negotiate with 
traditional norms in order to consume modernity. 
For instance, they can dress like urban women at 
home. But, they change to traditional like other 
village women who have never gone far from the 
hometown.   
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Figure 1. Social Networks of a Female Trader of Woodcarvings 

4. CONCLUSIONS 
Beyond the conventional thinking of gender 

discrimination of spatial mobility, this paper 
convinces that the so-called factors constraining 
women’s spatial mobility should be flexibly 
considered. As indicated by empirical data and 
information, several among home-based working 
women in Kim Thieu made decisions of their 
workplace due to their desire rather than their 
female roles. Further, home-based female workers 
in the context of woodcarving industry cannot be 
seen as to be confined in the domestic sphere 
because at present most villagers including male 
and female are working side by side at their family 
factories rather than outside the village.  

The empirical data collected in the Doi Moi 
period has elucidated a significant change in the 
patterns of female spatial mobility in terms of 
duration, distance, means of transportation and 
occupation in comparison with previous time. While 
in the past women just engaged in small trade 
activities surrounding the village, at present their 
spatial mobility is much related to woodcarving trade 
and sale in the big cities and abroad. Their 
motivation of spatial mobility is inspired not only by 
coping strategy for survival, but also for prosperity 
of their family and by individual reasons such as 
expectations of modern lifestyle and freedom. 
Whereas the village women leave their family for the 
cities or abroad to do business, other women from 
agricultural predominant communities come to Kim 
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Thieu to replace the low-paid and unskilled, even 
drudgery works. Most female contract workers are 
struggling for their survival strategies rather than for 
prosperity. 

Despite the differences of patterns and motives 
of spatial mobility between village women and 
those who work as contract workers, they have 
similarly experienced the diverse ways in which 
they negotiate for their movement. All case studies 
have demonstrated that nobody among mobile 
women have attempted to make money outside by  
direct resistance to traditional perception of female 
reproductive roles and female identities. In contrast, 
they try to rearrange gender division of  intra-
family labor by employing different types of share 
and help from other family members as well as 
from modern house facilities. All of them always 
move back and forth from the traditional 
reproductive and modern productive roles. With 
respect to spatial mobility, these women have not 
only negotiated with traditional thinking of local 
femininity, but they also have to struggle to a 
number of unfamiliar social relations at their 
workplace. Instead of subordinating to such 
complicated social relations, women know how to 
employ them for their successful business. Through 
their success in doing business, mobile women 
have built their positive self-image and self-
confidence which should be seen as a weapon to 
empower themselves.  

Finally, the concept of female spatial mobility 
or female spatial entrapment needs to be redefined. 
While studies on female spatial mobility in Western 
countries have mostly convinced that women have 
shorter journeys-to-work than men because of 
difficulties in transportation and of their 
reproductive roles, this research did not look at 
means of transportation and reproductive roles as 
main constrained factors of women’s spatial 
mobility. Additionally, whereas several studies on 
female migrants in the South have indicated the 
difficulties which are faced with by female workers 
in urban areas, the empirical information in this 
research did not show these conventional problems. 
This does not mean that this study did not pay 
attention to these problems but we have recognized 
that as active agents, women know how to deal 
themselves in the context of “unfamiliarity”. 
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TÓM TẮT


Sự di chuyển trong không gian là một khái niệm dùng để xác định mức độ độc lập của con người đối với những ràng buộc về phạm vi địa lý. Khái niệm này được nhiều học giả trên thế giới áp dụng trong những nghiên cứu về giới và bình đẳng giới. Theo quan niệm truyền thống, khả năng di chuyển trong không gian của phụ nữ được coi là hạn chế hơn so với của nam giới do ảnh hưởng của vai trò “tái sản xuất”. Tuy vậy, nghiên cứu thực tế ở làng nghề mộc truyền thống – Kim Thiều, huyện Từ Sơn, tỉnh Bắc Ninh cho thấy phụ nữ không còn bị trói buộc trong phạm vi “lũy tre làng”, trái lại khả năng di chuyển trong không gian của họ rất đa dạng nhờ quá trình phát triển sản xuất hàng hóa và đa dạng hóa sinh kế trong nông thôn. Thông qua việc đa dạng hóa và mở rộng khả năng di chuyển trong không gian, những phụ nữ này không chỉ góp phần cải thiện chất lượng cuộc sống của gia đình và bản thân, mà họ còn gia tăng được quyền lực của mình trong gia đình và cộng đồng.


Từ khóa: Hàng hóa, nghề thủ công, phụ nữ, sự di chuyển trong không gian, sự trao quyền.


SUMMARY


Spatial mobility is a concept which is used to show the human's independence from geographical constraints. As a result, it has been applied by feminists and gender theorists in doing the researches on gender equality. Conventionally, women’s spatial mobility was considered as more limited than men’s because of their domestic and reproductive roles. However, the empirical data and information from Kim Thieu, a traditional woodcarving village in Northern Vietnam, has witnessed that women are not entrapped in their “bamboo edge”, but their spatial mobility has become diverse thanks to the process of commoditization of rural economy and diversification of rural livelihood. Through the expansion of spatial mobility, women can not only improve their lives, but also empower in their families as well as in the community.


Key words: Commoditization, craft, empowerment, spatial mobility, women. 

1. INTRODUCTION 


The researches on contribution of women in economic and rural development have been paid much attention since the 1960s. At that time, most theorists tried to explain why women were subordinated to men in several social activities as well as in production including the limitation of “spatial mobility”. Thus, women’s spatial mobility has become attractive for geographical feminists. According to them, women’s spatial mobility is more limited than men’s because of their domestic and reproductive roles. But this notion has been criticized because it narrowly concentrated on the material aspect of spatial mobility. However, the contemporary researches have demonstrated that due to the development of production and the diversification of livelihood strategies, women’s spatial mobility has been expanded and diversified. Thanks to the expansion and diversification of spatial mobility, rural women can not only improve their livelihood, but also empower themselves.


Vietnam has thousands of traditional craft villages, which are scattered around the country. Thanks to Vietnamese government policies on development of rural economy such as “leaving the rice fields but not the countryside” and diversification of rural livelihood, a number of traditional craft villages have been revived and developed in the trend of commercialization and globalization (Kabeer, 2003). The expansion of production of craft making activities has absorbed almost all male and female local labors. Component parts of rural work force have become more complicated because a number of outsiders who come from different locations participate as both casual and regular migrant workers in the craft villages. Women participate in craft making industry not only as home-based workers, but also as traders, shopkeepers, entrepreneurs, and mobile-contract labors. This means that women’s spatial mobility becomes very diverse. The questions are the fact that when and by which way these women can create the different patterns of spatial mobility through their participation in craft making industry. Based on the empirical data and information from Kim Thieu - a traditional woodcarving village, this paper aimed (i) to clarify the factors which influence on rural women’s spatial mobility; (ii) to investigate different commuting patterns of rural women who participate in craft making industry; and (iii) to find out how rural women can empower through expansion of spatial mobility. 


2. METHODOLOGY

Among several traditional handicraft villages in Bac Ninh province, Kim Thieu was selected as the study site. In 2007, Kim Thieu had 1726 inhabitants who live in 411 households of which 315 households operated craft activities. The secondary information and data on development process of woodcarving industry were gathered from published reports, written and oral histories. Moreover, the results of previous researches were considered. Primary information were collected from interactions in everyday life of the author and different categories of women. A variety of primary data were collected based on questionnaires (a combination of closed-ended, fixed-lengthy, in-depth, interactive interviews). The main interviewees were selected from different groups of women who participate in woodcarving industry. These groups of women consist of those who live in Kim Thieu but work either in or outside the village, and those who live outside but come to work in Kim Thieu. The sample size of the research is shown in the table 1.


Together with personal and household surveys, a variety of PRA techniques were used to elicit the relevant information from informants, including focus group interviews, key informants, seasonal calendars, and problem analysis tools. Gender-sensitive participatory group meetings were also organized in the village. 


3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION ON WOMEN’S
     SPATIAL MOBILITY

3.1. Demographic and Socioeconomic Characteristics
        of Female Interviewees


Table 2 shows that there are few differences between home-based working and non-home-based women in terms of demographic and socioeconomic characteristics. The majority of women obtained education level at secondary school (84.62% in the first group and 100 % in the second). These data reflect general situation of education of girl students in rural areas of Vietnam. The  “son preference” ideology still exists in several regions, so that most of parents willing to invest in son’s education rather than in daughters. For both groups, two-thirds of women fall in the between thirty and forty years of age category. All of female interviewees are married.


Table 1. Categorization of Interviewees


		Interviewee

		Persons



		1. Different categories of women

		120



		    Of which: - Women live and work in the village

		50



		                    - Village women work far from their home

		20



		                    - Contract female labors come from outside

		50



		2. Entrepreneurs

		10



		3. Husbands of these women

		30





Table 2. General information of village women engaging in woodcarving industry


		Variables

		Home-based working women


N = 50 (%)

		Non-home-based working women


N = 20 (%)



		Educational Achievement

		

		



		Primary

		7.69

		0.00



		Secondary

		84.62

		100.00



		High School

		7.69

		0.00



		Age

		

		



		20 – 30 yr

		15.38

		33.33



		30 – 40 yr

		61.54

		66.67



		Over 40 yr

		23.08

		



		Marital Status

		

		



		Married

		100.00

		100.00



		Single

		0.00

		0.00



		Family Model

		

		



		Nuclear

		61.54

		66.67



		Extended

		38.46

		33.33



		Numbers of Children (child)

		2.5

		2.2



		Main Occupation

		

		



		Woodcarving and Farming

		86.62

		16.67



		Trading and Woodcarving

		15.38

		83.33



		Starting to work in woodcarving at ... (age)

		19.07

		14.66





Source: Household Survey, 2007


Similar to the movement in other developing countries, the family model in Vietnam has remarkably changed from extended to nuclear families since the 1970s. The surveyed data indicates that two-thirds of interviewed households in both groups are nuclear families while the rest still maintains the traditional family model. The couples who keep living together with their parents mostly are young and recently got married. Due to the Family Planning Program, the family size in Kim Thieu village has been significantly reduced. The average numbers of children for one couple have been decreased from four in the early 1980s to around two in the first years of the twenty first century. 


Since the time of Doi Moi, traditional woodcarving industry has been revived and developed in Kim Thieu. As a result, villagers no longer merely live on farming, but they can make their living from the combination of woodcarving and farming. The data in the table 2 also shows that the structure of women’s occupation has been changed in the trend of off-farm domination. Although majority of women in both groups assert that their main occupation is woodcarving, there is a big difference between them. Whereas most of women in the first group spend their time on woodcarving production in combination with small farming, the second group is much related to business


and very few people among them maintain farming. Almost all village women have engaged in woodcarving industry at very young age (from 15 to 19 years old). This data can interpret why a large proportion of village women stop their schooling at secondary level.


In summary, the data in table 2 demonstrates that socioeconomic characteristics of two groups of female interviewees in Kim Thieu village are quite similar. Thus, the explanatory variables such as educational level, age, marital status, model of family, and numbers of children can be eliminated from the factors which influence women’s decisions of working at home or going to work outside the village.


3.2. The Influential Factors on Women’s Spatial 
       Mobility


To investigate the factors which impact on women’s spatial mobility, it is necessary to show why these women decide to work at home, whereas the others choose going outside. The factors that constrain women to go working outside the village are presented in table 3. Nevertheless, the quantitative data does not allow people to understand deeply in specific context. For this reason, case studies become more useful in order to identify different factors which impact on women’s decision on their workplace as well as their occupation.

Table 3. Reasons for decision as self-employed workers


		Reasons

		Percentage



		Don’t like to live far away family

		34.62



		Taking care of children

		73.01



		Taking care of parents

		26.92



		Domestic works

		46.15



		Husband’s attitude

		11.54



		In fear of risk

		26.92



		High economic status

		15.39



		Limitation of Financial Capital

		42.31



		Availability of job opportunity in the village

		30.77





             Source: Household Survey, 2007


73 per cent female respondents contend that taking care of the children is one of the important reasons which inspire their selection of the workplace (Table 3). These women scarify their spatial mobility to their children’s future. Mrs. Dao Thi Nghia – a thirty six year old married woman said: 


"I used to want to seek jobs outside the village when I was young, but now I give up that intent. The reason is that I have recognized that children of several outside working mothers become depraved because they are not carefully looked after. So, I think that income is very important for our lives, but children are the wealthiest properties. I know that as a home-based worker, I have to work harder because I must be responsible for both domestic chores and production. However, I feel secure about my children’s future" (Personal Interview, Jul. 2007).


Among 50 women working in their village, 34.62 per cent of them suppose that they decide to become home-based workers because they do not want to live far from their families. More than a quarter of total respondents choose to work within their hometown as they are in fear of risks. There are a lot of women responding that they cannot go to make business outside the village because of the limitation of financial capital while one-third of total respondents suppose that they do not need to seek jobs far away their hometown due to the availability of job opportunity in the village. 


Despite the fact that almost three quarters of respondents see taking care of their children is the reason of their home-based working, only 19.23 per cent women have to do the domestic works, especially looking after children alone. Most of them (80.77 per cent) can share domestic works with their husbands, grown-up children, parents, and parents-in-law. However, in order to get the support from other family members, especially male and mother-in-law, these women have to negotiate within intra-family relationships. A young married woman expresses her experience that: 


“I always work hard in both woodcarving production and domestic works. So, when I need any help, my husband seems to be ready. But, in order to get the so-called ready help from husband, I must behave kindly towards him” (Personal Interview, Jul 2007). 


Interestingly, there are only 11.54 per cent of home-based female workers suppose that they decide to work at home because their husbands disagree to them to go outside. However, the interviews with their husbands show an opposite results. Despite the fact that almost all husbands do not explicitly prevent their wives from working outside home, ninety per cent of interviewed husbands seem not advocate their wives going out to earn money even if they are poor. Most of husbands affirm that they can be responsible for all domestic works including taking care of their children when their wives do not stay at home, but they still do not want them to leave their families for making money. These husbands use the guise of “bread-winners” to keep their wives working at home. Mr. Viet – Nguyen’s husband claims that today husband and wife are equal in terms of decision making and contribution to household economy. However, he does not encourage his wife to work away the hometown. For him, “working outside the village may not hard as in the village, if not unburdened for women. But, I am afraid that my wife may be trapped in the temptation of the outside world which will disturb our family. Further, I am willing to work hard to make money rather than to do the domestic works. I don’t want to become a sleazy man in other villagers’ eyes” (Personal Interview, Jul 2007). 


Women have their own reasons to work within the village, 50 per cent of respondents still want to go to make earning from outside while 46.2 per cent do not, and 3.8 per cent provide no answer. Among those who would like to make living from outside, 84.62 per cent answer that they aspire to improve their household income while 30.77 per cent contend that working away their home can bring them more freedom. However, if we question further, the respondents will indicate varied and deeper personal reasons for their desire of working outside the village. There is a desire to experience different places, to learn new knowledge and to meet new people. These young women were also motivated to leave rural for urban areas because it will give them the opportunity to become “modern” or to learn new ways of living, and more importantly, motivation is to be free from family constraints.


To sum up, this section emphasizes on finding out the key factors which inspire women’s decision of working within the village. Both quantitative and qualitative data reflect that a number of rural women decide to become home-based workers because of their reproductive roles. However, the unwillingness to live away their families; scarify for children’s future; fear of risk; avoidance of intra-family conflict and availability of job opportunity in the village can be considered as the important factors that strongly impact on these women’s option. Women’s desire of spatial mobility is changed according to their life cycle. The evidence is that a number of women who are working in the village at present used to work away their hometown when they were young or single. Further, several women who have been categorized in this group also want to change their workplace when the economic conditions changed or when their children are grown up. Thus, the meanings of working as home-based workers are different from those of spatial entrapment in the context of Kim Thieu village.


3.3. The Patterns of Women’s Spatial Mobility


It must be asserted that the patterns of women’s spatial mobility have been changed thanks to the revival and development of traditional woodcarving industry. Kim Thieu woodcarvers produce more diverse wooden products than they have done before. Their products today serve both domestic and international markets. 


Regarding domestic market, Kim Thieu’s wooden commodities are sold in many big cities such as Hanoi, Hai Phong, Vinh Phuc, Nha Trang, and HCM City where a lot of high-income consumers can afford high quality products at very high price. Most of the products have been chiefly sold in domestic market by two ways: (i) the large scale producers individually or collectively rent the shops in the mentioned cities, then to send their family labors there, and (ii) the medium and small scale producers often sell their products to final customers directly or through the village traders. Besides, in order to export woodcarving products to China, there are about forty households who have rented stores in the Vietnamese-Chinese border trading zone (in the Chinese side). All shopkeepers are women whilst men conduct the production process in their family factories. Even though, village women cannot suddenly move from the village to the cities and the border trading zone. In contrast, the reason for which many village women become woodcarvers, traders and shopkeepers of art furniture can be explained as a complicated and lengthy negotiation process. 


In this section, different patterns of women’s spatial mobility are analyzed for two groups of women as described in the table 1 including the village women working away their home and female contract labors from other location going to work in Kim Thieu.


3.3.1. The Spatial Mobility of Village Women 


This group consists of women those who have furniture shops outside the village. There are totally sixty households who have furniture shops in the inland cities and abroad, of which forty located in Fuzhai (China - Vietnam border trading zone) and twenty located in the cities such as Hanoi, HCM city, Nha Trang and others. All shopkeepers are women who usually go back and forth from the village to the shop. Their journeys and commuting are so diverse and different from one another. The journeys-to-work of these women is witnessed in the table 4.


Table 4. The journeys-to-work of village woodcarving sellers 


		Location

		Distance from village
(km)

		Number of household

		Means of transportation



		Hanoi

		30

		10

		Motorbike, private car



		Vinh Phuc province

		60

		2

		Public car, motorbike



		Hai Phong

		150

		3

		Public car, bus



		Fuzhai market

		200

		40

		Public car



		Vinh

		300

		1

		Train, bus



		Nha Trang

		1700

		2

		Airplane, train, bus



		HCM city

		2000

		4

		Airplane, train





Source: Personal Survey, 2007


However, women’s journeys are not straight and simple such as from the village to the shop location, stay there and come back home. In fact, their patterns of spatial mobility are so complicated. For example, Mrs. Hoa not only travels from Kim Thieu village to Fuzhai market, but she sometimes also follows Chinese customers to enter further inland China in order to look for new business opportunities as well as to investigate the changes of market demand. She has been in Beijing, Shanghai, Hang Zhou, Xian, Guangzhou, Fukien, Shangdong, and Shengzhen several times. She has also been in Cambodia and Laos to seek material sources for expanding her family factory. 


Frequently, the shopkeepers and woodcarving traders come to visit family once a month. Nowadays, there is no any difficulty in transportation though those women have to travel very long journey. The reason is that there are some households in Kim Thieu and surrounding village who provide daily passenger transport service. Anyone who wants to go just needs to call them and book the seat before one day. The driver comes to pick them up at “local bus stations”. The patterns of commuting and durations of stay away family vary among the group of mobile women. Whereas some women can conduct their business outside the village but do not need to stay there, most of the female shopkeepers usually live and work at the shop location. They only go home in the special occasions such as in traditional festivals of the village, in the death anniversary of their parents and ancestors, and in the New Year occasion. This group of women can be divided into three categories. The first category consists of those who have to stay in the shop all the year round. They are people who have recently started their business outside village. Thus, they should be present all the time in order to set up the network of regular customers. The second group consists of those who are willing to stay at the furniture shop for long term. They are those whose children are grown up so that they can take care of themselves and take over their mothers to do the domestic works. The last group  constitutes women whose shops are located so far away the village such as in Nha Trang and HCM city. 


To compare with the spatial mobility of village women before Doi Moi, there are a lot of changes in the patterns of mobility from the physical to emotional elements. The below table indicates the major changes (Table 5).


Table 5. Changes in women’s spatial mobility


		Elements

		Before Doi Moi

		Since Doi Moi onward



		Position

		Mostly, followers of husbands

		Active agents



		Distance

		Surrounding communes

		Far cities and abroad



		Duration

		Permanent migration or daily commuting

		Flexibility in each context



		Motivation

		Seeking for survival

		Seeking for prosperity



		Occupation

		Farmer, carpenter, small trader

		Shop keeper, businessman



		Means of transportation

		Walking, bicycle, small boat

		Car, bus, motorbike, train, airplane





Source: Personal Survey, 2007


3.3.2. Patterns of Spatial Mobility of Female Contract 
           Workers


Aside from two groups of village women, there are a number of female labors who come from other locations for earning work in Kim Thieu village as daily and regular contract workers, because off-farm job opportunities are not available in their home locations. The survey data shows that 100 per cent of contract workers have similar social and economic background of middle-to-low income families, predominantly in farming (Table 6).


Everyday, there are hundreds of women who come to seek jobs in Kim Thieu village since early morning and return home in the late afternoon. Their ages vary from 15 to 45 years old, of which about 22 per cent fall in the category of under 20 years of age, 44.4 per cent centre on the group of age from 20 to 30 years old, and one-third of total belonging to the group of older than 30 years old. The married women occupy two-third of total interviewees with the average number of children being 2.5 per  mother. Regarding to educational level, almost all respondents stop schooling at secondary school while very few people can obtain high school level. 


Among interviewees, 55.6 per cent respondents never have certain destinations of work. They usually gather into an expanse in Kim Thieu and create a marketplace of daily contract labors. All workers arrive at that marketplace by bicycles with


the average distance of 10.3 km from Kim Thieu village. The one who comes from farthest community has to cycle about 18 km of rough road and to cross a river by ferry. These women stand at the place which is called “labor market” to wait for villagers come to hire. Almost seventy per cent of contract labors are willing to work for craft making industry only, and the rest 22.22 per cent of labors accept to do any kind of work as long as they can get some money. 


The pattern of works is different among contract workers. The young-unmarried girls go to work more often than middle-aged-married women. More than 40 per cent of young girls work in the craft making industry in Kim Thieu village as regular contract labors. They come there to work everyday except the in special occasions such as village festival, memory-worshipping ancestor, the peak season of agricultural production at their hometown, and sickness. These labors can receive wage daily or monthly depending upon their choices.


According to young girls’ opinion, working as a casual labor would get higher wage than a regular labor can earn. However, they still want to work regularly because it is more stable. Moreover, working for certain owner helps them to reduce the time seeking for work everyday. Wage level is not fixed, but varies according to the verbal agreement/negotiation between the owners and contract labors.


Table 6. Characteristics of contract female labors working in Kim Thieu


		Characteristics

		Results



		Age

		



		Under 20 yrs

		22.22%



		From 20 to 30 yrs

		44.44%



		Over 30 yrs

		33.34%



		Marital Status

		



		Married

		66.67%



		Single

		33.33%



		Average Educational Level

		Secondary



		Average Distance from Kim Thieu

		10.34 km



		Time of Work

		



		Permanent

		44.45%



		Temporary

		55.55%



		Kinds of Work

		



		Carving only

		66.67%



		Farming only

		11.11%



		Carving and Farming

		22.22%



		Means of Transportation

		Bicycle (100%)





                  Source: Personal Survey, 2007


 Apart from the verbal agreement, wage rate is determined by types of work undertaken by particular labor. Although most of female labors come to Kim Thieu village to work in craft making industry as polishing workers, they are diverse in terms of skill, experience, and health. While someone who can polish wooden things by machine is paid from 32 to 35 thousands VND, people doing the same kind manually can only get from 20 to 25 thousands VND per day.


To investigate the motivations of female labors come to work in Kim Thieu village, the question: “why do you come here to work?” has been asked for women at different ages. Most of the interviewees indicate that the reasons they go outside to make more earnings because of cash demand. Although they can afford for food by farming, they are still cash hungry because cash nexus nowadays becomes very popular in rural areas. People need money not only for children’s education investment, but also for maintenance of social relationship in their community. 


In brief, this section tried to synthesize different patterns of women’s spatial mobility which are related to development of craft making activity. It can be said that the revival and development of traditional woodcarving industry in Kim Thieu village should be seen as a critical factor which inspires the change in the patterns of women’s spatial mobility. Although there are a lot of village women deciding to work at home as self-employed workers, they are not spatial entrapped as several writers have claimed. In comparison with male villagers, home-based workers seem to have shorter distance of spatial mobility while the mobile women have much longer journeys-to-work. Whereas the spatial mobility of female woodcarving traders and shopkeepers is motivated by their desire of prosperity, the one of female hired workers is much related to their sustainable livelihood, especially their cash demand. Despite the fact that women engage in spatial mobility with different motivations and status of occupation, they are similar in terms of the way in which they have to negotiate with other family members as well as with conventional perception of female occupation for their mobility.


3.4. The Spatial Mobility as Social Capital and
        Means of Empowerment


The word empowerment itself inclines to claim for women. But, it is perceived and interpreted in different ways among feminist groups. In this paper, Williams’s (2005) debates on gender and spatial mobility is borrowed to discuss on why spatial mobility should be seen as social capital as well as the way in which women can empower themselves. It can be argued that spatial mobility allows women, especially female traders and shopkeepers to engage in wider social networks with different social relations in order to enrich their “social capital” that plays a key role in sustaining their livelihood. The fact of Kim Thieu village which seems to be counter to the discourse of globalization has produced female migrants as local subjects who are subordinated to, and contained within global capitalist economy. Further, the empirical data and information from the field also show that female spatial mobility contests a local perception of femininity, transgressing a spatial association with home and hometown. 


The mobile women have to experience and to cope with different social relations which imply multiple scales of power relations in the place and space which are distant from their hometown, from their families/kin, thus from their familiarity. Hence, the meanings of kinship and friendship for mobile women are quite different from those for home-based working women. One of the most important contributions of spatial mobility to women’s social capital is that they become more and more self-confident in doing business not only in their country, but also abroad. With self-confidence, women can empower themselves at different arenas including family, community and labor market.


The second contribution of spatial mobility is that mobile women change their place and their roles all the time, so they can change the way of life, way of being, and also way of thinking connected to their identities in specific situation. By doing so, women become more powerful in their family and kin as well as in the community. Further, as active traders and shopkeepers in both domestic and international markets, the mobile women are not confined to traditional lifestyle. By contrast, they know how to negotiate with traditional norms in order to consume modernity. For instance, they can dress like urban women at home. But, they change to traditional like other village women who have never gone far from the hometown.  




Figure 1. Social Networks of a Female Trader of Woodcarvings


4. CONCLUSIONS


Beyond the conventional thinking of gender discrimination of spatial mobility, this paper convinces that the so-called factors constraining women’s spatial mobility should be flexibly considered. As indicated by empirical data and information, several among home-based working women in Kim Thieu made decisions of their workplace due to their desire rather than their female roles. Further, home-based female workers in the context of woodcarving industry cannot be seen as to be confined in the domestic sphere because at present most villagers including male and female are working side by side at their family factories rather than outside the village. 


The empirical data collected in the Doi Moi period has elucidated a significant change in the patterns of female spatial mobility in terms of duration, distance, means of transportation and occupation in comparison with previous time. While in the past women just engaged in small trade activities surrounding the village, at present their spatial mobility is much related to woodcarving trade and sale in the big cities and abroad. Their motivation of spatial mobility is inspired not only by coping strategy for survival, but also for prosperity of their family and by individual reasons such as expectations of modern lifestyle and freedom. Whereas the village women leave their family for the cities or abroad to do business, other women from agricultural predominant communities come to Kim Thieu to replace the low-paid and unskilled, even drudgery works. Most female contract workers are struggling for their survival strategies rather than for prosperity.


Despite the differences of patterns and motives of spatial mobility between village women and those who work as contract workers, they have similarly experienced the diverse ways in which they negotiate for their movement. All case studies have demonstrated that nobody among mobile women have attempted to make money outside by  direct resistance to traditional perception of female reproductive roles and female identities. In contrast, they try to rearrange gender division of  intra-family labor by employing different types of share and help from other family members as well as from modern house facilities. All of them always move back and forth from the traditional reproductive and modern productive roles. With respect to spatial mobility, these women have not only negotiated with traditional thinking of local femininity, but they also have to struggle to a number of unfamiliar social relations at their workplace. Instead of subordinating to such complicated social relations, women know how to employ them for their successful business. Through their success in doing business, mobile women have built their positive self-image and self-confidence which should be seen as a weapon to empower themselves. 


Finally, the concept of female spatial mobility or female spatial entrapment needs to be redefined. While studies on female spatial mobility in Western countries have mostly convinced that women have shorter journeys-to-work than men because of difficulties in transportation and of their reproductive roles, this research did not look at means of transportation and reproductive roles as main constrained factors of women’s spatial mobility. Additionally, whereas several studies on female migrants in the South have indicated the difficulties which are faced with by female workers in urban areas, the empirical information in this research did not show these conventional problems. This does not mean that this study did not pay attention to these problems but we have recognized that as active agents, women know how to deal themselves in the context of “unfamiliarity”.
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