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Note on Vietnamese Names and Terms

Vietnamese tonal and diacritical marks have been removed in the text for ease of printing, but the Vietnamese spelling and word order is used with most terms and names. In cases where Vietnamese names are commonly known in English, like Ho Chi Minh or Saigon, the English version is used.






Introduction

The Political Legacies of Personal Encounters

Reflecting on her experience as a civilian coming of age during the American War in Vietnam, Le Ly Hayslip recalled, “We did nothing to make ourselves look prettier, for pretty in wartime meant danger—although for some girls it also meant money.”1 The danger stemmed from aggression by both American and Vietnamese servicemen. The ability to profit, however, increased dramatically following the American escalation. Through the close contact of wartime employment, instances of intercultural dating, marriage, prostitution, and rape became regular occurrences between service members and local women. The pervasiveness of such relations has come to define the memory of life in the rear echelon within popular culture. During the war, both consensual and nonconsensual relations, on and behind the front lines, created considerable obstacles for military operations and political strategy. The personal, social, and sexual lives of civilians and soldiers threatened war efforts by impacting solider readiness and pitting allies against each other on topics like eradicating prostitution.

Sexual encounters shaped the Vietnam War by absorbing international attention and defining military and diplomatic relations. The impact of service member–civilian relationships can be seen by looking at three main areas: power relations between the United States and the Republic of Vietnam (RVN), South Vietnamese society, and US military policies. Contrary to the previous experiences of the American military in Asia during the twentieth century, the South Vietnamese bans on prostitution and resistance to interracial marriage created a new set of challenges for policy makers and their judgment in writing and enforcing social regulations. The conflict between nations illuminates the importance of social and cultural issues in the establishment of power in foreign relations. By ignoring or undermining RVN social policies, the United States contributed to the overall weakening of the relationship between the two nations and in many ways dictated the behind-the-lines conduct of service members abroad.

More than 2.7 million Americans lived, worked, and fought in Vietnam during the war.2 It seems obvious, then, that hundreds of thousands of sexual or otherwise intimate encounters took place between American service members and South Vietnamese women. What remains less obvious is how interactions reshaped not only social but also political and military life. Some saw the affairs as a dangerous distraction, while others viewed them as normal and largely meaningless.3 Few encounters, however, occurred in a vacuum. Managing conflicting ideas of appropriate personal interactions in an already unpopular war strained the United States’ relationship with its military allies as both nations jockeyed for authority and respect.

The allied governments found themselves in an age-old debate over how to manage the human side of war. The prevalence of prostitution reshaped urban and economic landscapes, spread disease, led to unwanted pregnancy, and created intercultural strife linked to racism. The flood of marriage applications frustrated the government of South Vietnam as women lined up for days to try to apply for a way out of the country and forced a racially charged immigration debate in the United States. High-profile rape accusations and convictions undermined the image of the United States as a savior figure, although the military prosecuted very few of those accused of sexual assault. The exodus of Americans between 1973 and 1975 concerned diplomats and left a bad taste in the mouth of the American people after news outlets reported on retaliation against civilians who had worked or lived with Americans. The tens of thousands of vulnerable Amerasian orphans left in Vietnam precipitated a humanitarian crisis. The nexus of sex, war, and power framed a large portion of the American experience in Vietnam, reaching from the streets of Saigon to the desk in the Oval Office.

While some Vietnamese women worried how their interactions with Americans might affect their station in life, many defied social and legal boundaries by engaging in relationships with US servicemen to pursue love or profit. The most prevalent type of sexual encounter, prostitution, promised quick money but often failed to live up to that expectation. More often it only brought legal trouble, illness, and backlash from Vietnamese citizens who disapproved of the behavior. Over time, locals began to associate any engagement with an American as code for prostitution, and this led to greater challenges for genuine romances. As bar culture flourished, heightened corruption and a lack of vigilance in the cities placed both Americans and Vietnamese at risk of being attacked. Couples who fell in love struggled to prove their feelings to a lineup of bureaucratic officials on both sides of the alliance seemingly moved only by bribe money. Those left behind after the war ended faced “reeducation” or worse. Children sired in wartime trysts often suffered most of all, but also served as powerful motivators in postwar healing. Sexual encounters in their many forms and repercussions shaped the war in direct and indirect ways, causing military bases to move and politicians to spar, and forever changing the lives of the individuals involved.

Popular Culture and Memory

For many Americans who did not fight in Vietnam or experience the era firsthand, their introduction to Vietnamese women came through the lens of popular culture in films or memoirs.4 Since the release of Full Metal Jacket in 1987, one line from Stanley Kubrick’s iconic film has infiltrated American popular culture with perhaps the most ubiquitous derogatory stereotype of Asian sexuality. The crass offer spoken by a street prostitute, “Me so horny. Me love you long time,” has forged its way into the memory of the war in Vietnam and fostered a distorted and two-dimensional image of the women whom GIs encountered there. The scene linking sex and violence in the otherwise cerebral war film has worked its way into other media and has impacted how younger Americans think of the war behind the perceived combat front.5

The lines from Full Metal Jacket are used again and again, whether echoed in songs like 2 Live Crew’s “Me So Horny” or mocked in films like The 40-Year-Old Virgin (2005). They have even popped up in places as offbeat as a sign at a Major League Baseball game reading “Me so Bourney. Me love you long time.”6 While not meant as a malicious assessment of Asian sexuality, and far afield from the original context of wartime prostitution, the use of the phrase as a pun for then Cleveland Indian Michael Bourn illustrates the ubiquitous use of the line from Full Metal Jacket in popular culture. The broken English of the phrase made it a memorable element of the film and creates an inherently racist undertone to repetition or parody. Commonly associated with supposed Asian female sexual promiscuity, the quote has proved to be a source of persistent offense to women of Asian descent while shaping how many think of the war.7

The expectation of servicemen pursing sex abroad has endured as a comedic trope. In a 2006 episode of The Office written by Brent Forrester, manager Michael Scott (Steve Carell) oversees the merger of two branches of his paper company. Throughout the episode, he obliviously makes racist, sexist, or otherwise derogatory comments to newcomers. When Karen Filippelli, played by Rashida Jones, arrives, he gives her a double take before enthusiastically greeting her with “Wow, you are very exotic looking. Was your dad a GI?”8 The implication that her father could be a soldier who had sex with a foreign woman is meant to generate a laugh at Scott’s cringeworthy lack of boundaries but also points to the mainstream recognition of soldier-civilian liaisons.

Films and other forms of entertainment have also grappled with other social issues related to the war, including the realities of economic Americanization, the spread of disease, and heightened risks of sexual violence within hyper-masculinized spaces, as well as themes of resistance by both military personnel and civilians to the changes on the ground in Vietnam. If we look past their plots, the representations of Vietnamese women in American war films like Full Metal Jacket, Platoon (1986), Hamburger Hill (1987), and Casualties of War (1989) offer insight into how Americans have remembered interactions with civilian populations. The historian Jeffrey Keith describes how the narratives of sexuality in Vietnam moved beyond the screen into musical theater with the 1989 premiere of Miss Saigon, a tragedy based on Madame Butterfly. The play’s narrative arc, in which a young soldier meets a “virginal Vietnamese prostitute,” has an unofficial marriage with her to avoid difficult obstacles, and then leaves for home without her before learning they have a child, reflects many of real-life cases.9 By the time the soldier returns years later, he has legally married someone else but still takes the child back to the United States, leaving the Vietnamese woman to kill herself out of desperation. Keith asserts that the writers use a Vietnam War Orientalism in the play, disguising the violence of war and empire behind a love story.10

The play itself drew considerable protest from opponents who viewed the message as exploitative. In the original London version of the show, the Welsh actor Jonathan Pryce played one of the male leads, the Engineer, a Eurasian who acts as a pimp. Pryce and others donned prosthetics and yellowface in early performances but eventually played the roles without the makeup to quell the opposition to Pryce’s casting. The decision to keep Pryce in the cast created a significant hurdle for the production as it moved to the United States, where the American labor union Actors’ Equity at first opposed his visa application.11 While Equity later withdrew its objection, retaining a white actor in the role drew reproach. Yen Le Espiritu’s examination of critical refugee studies during the Vietnam War encourages a paradigm shift in understanding displaced peoples to better appreciate their role in framing international politics after a conflict, rather than simply seeing them as being acted upon by other forces.12 This empowerment of refugees in part sparked the changes that reframed the production for twenty-first-century audiences. After Pryce, no other white actor was offered the role, but opponents remained critical of the story, which depicted Asian characters as negative and opportunistic. The director of the 2014 revival worked to correct several issues that plagued the original in casting and script, but the arc remained the same one that propelled Miss Saigon to become one of the top-grossing theater musicals of all time.

Vietnamese films, as Mark Philip Bradley has shown, have also occasionally used prostitute characters in central roles to critique their treatment in Vietnamese society in the postwar era. He argues that the film Girl on the River uses the main prostitute character to frame a subtle attack on the socialist government. The prostitute has quit her trade and attended a reeducation camp, but her past life still marks her as an undesirable person, seen in the way a cadre she once knew purposely ignores her and keeps her away from his office. Bradley observes how the film uses the cultural ideas of women as victims and as powerless “to suggest that just as the women in the film are unable to control their own fates, contemporary Vietnamese society lacks the agency to rescue itself from the state’s betrayal of the socialist ideals that underlay its official narrative of war.”13 Examining the role of film and television in shaping the memory of the war reveals many of the complexities that lie beneath the surface representations of GI-civilian sexual encounters so ingrained in popular culture.

Examining Sex in Foreign Relations

Sex during the Vietnam War has been widely discussed but rarely researched. Moving beyond film tropes of Vietnamese women and studying sexual encounters in their many forms helps to clarify one reason why foreign relations between the United States and South Vietnam remained so strained throughout the war while also complicating our understanding of how wars change the lives of civilians.14 Steps taken to manage sexual relationships reveal new insights into the making and running of the war behind the lines. Stepping back from an exclusive study of high-power relations and assessing intersections of political and social history, where military, diplomatic, and cultural sources come together, illustrates the impact of war on society, and of society on warfare.

The lives of civilian women, and especially sexual encounters between Vietnamese women and American GIs, challenged diplomatic and military relations from the outset. The Republic of Vietnam, colloquially South Vietnam, resisted American social and cultural interactions with civilians. Between the First and Second Indochina Wars, the RVN attempted to establish an image of strict morality, including banning public fraternization and prostitution. With the overthrow of the government of Ngo Dinh Diem in 1963, subsequent leadership vacillated over how strict to keep their policies. In contrast, young American men flooding into Vietnam during the 1960s did so in the context of a global sexual revolution with eroticized colonial perceptions of Asian women in mind. David Allyn analyzes the parallel narratives of the sexual revolution and the Vietnam War in his book Make Love, Not War, including the case of actor Larry Bercowitz, who was arrested in New York for staging a nude production of a political satire called Che. Bercowitz wrote a seething response to his obscenity charges, arguing that “WAR is OBSCENE!!!”15 Allyn assesses that, for soldiers, violence in Vietnam was far more problematic than erotic images.16

Struggles with inflation, vice, and intercultural relationships between servicemen and civilians kept pace with the escalation of the war. Military training did little to improve how soldiers reacted to the problems. In his study of American military indoctrination, Christopher DeRosa asserts that Defense Department and Command Information officers viewed training troops for Vietnam as a distraction from their Cold War mission. He argues that they missed an opportunity to improve “ ‘area orientation’ and Troop-Community Relations” because “sexual exploitation poisoned” the Americans’ relationship with South Vietnamese society.17 “By the end of the war,” he writes, “information officers were demoralized along with the rest of the army, and in any case unable to answer the challenges that the war posed to national assumptions of righteousness.”18 DeRosa’s research lends additional depth to our understanding of how Americans collaborated with their allies in Vietnam, and how Command Information Training needed to address racial and cultural prejudices against South Vietnamese men, whom Americans suspected of homosexuality on account of the societal custom of holding hands.19 Working at odds over social policy within an already tenuous political alliance further prevented either the United States or South Vietnam from curbing perceived immoral or illegal behaviors and their associated negative repercussions on Vietnamese society and the war. Venereal disease, unwanted pregnancy, GI misconduct, distractions, and sexual violence became serious concerns for both governments by the late 1960s. In addition, they also provided ammunition for the antiwar movements in both countries.

Politically, President Lyndon Johnson largely ignored the problems related to intercultural sexual relations. His inaction meant that corruption, disease, and security threats were allowed to skyrocket from 1965 to 1969, and these social issues, along with combat operations, were passed on to the administration of President Richard Nixon. The Johnson administration’s failure to contain and address sexual encounters as a serious concern upset the RVN and put GIs at risk. During the Nixon years, politics surrounding the sexual behavior of troops became too contentious to leave unchecked. The forced implementation of sanitation cards for bar girls, restructuring of marriage application procedures, highly publicized reactions to sexual violence–ridden massacres, and an unwieldy Amerasian orphan problem all shook US-RVN relations during the already tumultuous negotiations over the Paris Peace Accords.

Several questions drove my research in uncovering the significance of sexual encounters in warfare. How did the military engage with noncombatant forces? How did culture, defined by Akira Iriye in the study of international relations as “the sharing and transmitting of consciousness within and across national boundaries,” affect the war?20 How did gender and sexuality bridge cultures or contribute to cultural transfer? The importance of gender and sexuality in this question builds on Katherine Sibley’s assessment of “how perceptions and realities of intimate personal relationships and reputed sexual histories can both influence foreign policies and reflect them as well.”21 As Robert Dean wrote, gender and sexual encounters are critical to foreign relations, as they “structure informal, but very real, relationships of power.”22 The American government’s diplomatic approach forced the consideration of how the United States prioritized the morale of troops, the maintenance of alliances, and the perception of morality in the behavior of US troops. The motivations of the Vietnamese reflect a similar struggle as they sometimes upheld legal and social barriers while at other times seemed complicit in the undermining of their laws. When enforced, the South Vietnamese government’s policies rested on maintaining autonomy within the alliance.

At the core of this book—and, I argue, at the core of US-RVN quarrels over power during the war—was the prostitution industry. It was prostitution that grew to be the most pervasive form of sexual encounter, mentioned in nearly every assessment of life in wartime South Vietnam. It garnered the attention of both governments early on, and it overshadowed all other types of social relations for the duration of the conflict, as well as in productions of memory such as films and television programs. Kathleen Berry argues that because of the acceptance of prostitution by the military, soldiers felt free to violate laws and taboos, including religious restrictions and sanctions on adultery, making the practice even more exciting for GIs. In her assessment of sex work in warfare as exploitative, she argues that the racial distinction between Americans, both white and Black, and Asian women also satisfied racist curiosities about the “forbidden.”23 When the nations could not agree about eradicating the industry, they worked together to profit off it, benefiting men at the expense of women’s bodies. According to Berry, the RVN took up to 30 percent of the profits from sex work conducted at the military posts which the South Vietnamese had asked to have relocated outside the cities.24 Beyond prostitution, military and government agencies struggled to address policies governing employment, friendship, dating, marriage, paternity, and sexual violence in South Vietnam.

A transnational approach helps to fully engage these topics, as few of the decisions occurred without international discourse, and all nations managed social relations in some way. A transnational approach, to use Patricia Clavin’s definition, explores the perspectives of and intersections between governments and non-state actors. Clavin argues that transnationalism “is first and foremost about people: the social space that they inhabit, the networks they form and the ideas they exchange.”25 Drawing on archival documents from collections in the United States, Vietnam, France, and England, the resulting narrative weaves together diplomatic, cultural, and gender history to uncover points of tension and cooperation between the United States and the RVN over social relations. By exploring human interactions in this context, the book offers new ways of understanding the structures of international governments and their actions.

Gender provides a critical link between diplomatic history and cultural history in framing this volume, and one that only a few scholars have yet to engage critically in the context of the Vietnam War. By starting in the colonial era and building on the work of influential scholars like Ann Laura Stoler, Anne McClintock, Laura Briggs, and Paul Kramer, among others, I illustrate that, from the perspective of Vietnam, the story is far more complicated than the existence of some wartime brothels. Independent South Vietnamese leaders sought to promote their own agency and freedom in the face of a powerful ally. The recurring representations of colonized and formerly colonized women as sexual objects also set the scene for their interactions with foreign men who viewed their bodies as commodities.

The personal, and for some still taboo, nature of sexuality has limited the number of women who have openly discussed their encounters with American service members during the war. Accounts by women who worked in humanitarian roles or successfully navigated the marriage license and immigration bureaucracy make up the bulk of the materials written by South Vietnamese women. Some interviews conducted by organizations like RAND or completed at venereal disease clinics provide voices of women who worked in bars and brothels, but these are rare and problematic, since the surveys rarely give women space to express themselves outside preset survey questions. By looking beyond the silences to analyze social norms and cultural transfer, we can tell quite a bit about the experiences of women as they lived and worked alongside Americans for the entirety of the war. As the feminist scholar Cynthia Enloe wrote:


Every military base depends for its operation on women occupying a range of social locations, performing quite different roles. To make visible that gendered base system, one must take seriously the lives and ideas of the military base laundress, the military wife, the woman in prostitution in a disco just outside the gates, a woman who is paid to sneak on base to have sex with a male soldier, the military enlisted woman and woman officer, and the woman who has become a public critic of the base. They are not natural allies. Many of these women may disagree with the others’ assessments; they may not trust each other. But they all have interesting base stories to tell.26


I would take this a step further regarding Vietnamese female civilians. Not only did their relationship to the base shed light on gendered structures in the military, but also understanding how they interacted with servicemen helps us uncover how and why the war was fought in the way it was. Social and sexual policies became a serious concern, and an expensive one at that. This work examines not just the prevalence of the American sexual experience in Vietnam but, more significantly, how the politics surrounding these little-studied encounters strained relations between the allies as well as between the United States and its North Vietnamese opponents.

I occasionally use the terms sexual or social policies or politics in a generalized way that differs from their use in other subfields, including feminist theory. I do not use the terms to refer exclusively to the well-known definition coined by Kate Millett in her groundbreaking 1969 book Sexual Politics, where the titular phrase becomes a launching point to prove that “sex is a status category with political implications.”27 Rather, I use the terms in a disambiguated sense to encompass any debates and issues linked to political decisions made regarding service members’ sexual behavior during the war. I agree with Millett that gender dynamics certainly shaped a lot of the ways decisions were made in Vietnam, but I use the terms more broadly. Mary Louise Roberts uses the phrase “sexual relations” in her book What Soldiers Do: Sex and the American GI in World War II France.28 I, however, have purposely chosen to use the term “politics” as the distinguisher for the relationship between the two allied countries over how they handled sexual or romantic encounters, since the debates fit within a prolonged power struggle between the two nations that “politics” expresses more precisely than “relations” in the Vietnam War context.

Lyndon Johnson’s assessment of sexual policy stemmed from his views on Vietnam as a country and his administration’s gendering of the nation as feminine. The gendered aspects of sexual policies are less prominent during the Nixon period, but they did continue to dictate the administration’s approach to social issues when it came to treating women as the problem. This book examines political and diplomatic exchanges related to intimate, romantic, or sexual contacts between foreign men and civilian women in Vietnam throughout the twentieth century, with a focus on the political relationship between the allies during the war era. This includes, but is not limited to, friendship, domestic employment, prostitution, dating, casual sex, marriage, rape, and other forms of sexual harassment and assault. To address the nuances of sexual or social policies and politics as they arise, I have for the most part chosen to approach these areas separately throughout the book. While other works have given emphasis to one form of intercultural relations or another, scholars have tended to examine one form of relationship in a specific conflict, for example, through studies that look only at war brides or at rape. Roberts’s What Soldiers Do provides a useful framework for examining a variety of relationships to illustrate how encounters became compounded as complicating factors for policy makers. While they overlap at times, approaching them roughly thematically, rather than strictly chronologically, allows for the most exhaustive examination of the foreign relations discussions tied to each.

In addition to feminist interpretations of sexual politics, masculinity and gendered views toward Vietnamese men framed the encounters. Legends abound concerning President Johnson’s pride in the physical stature of his manhood as evidence of US superiority over both enemies and allies in Southeast Asia. In a now infamous incident in which reporters asked Johnson why he had involved the nation in the faraway conflict, the exasperated president exposed himself and declared, “This is why.”29 Earlier in the war, following the initial attacks after the Gulf of Tonkin incident, Johnson exulted, “I didn’t just screw Ho Chi Minh … I cut his pecker off.”30 Never one to mince words, Johnson overcompensated in comments that illustrate the frustration he harbored over how to deal with what he had previously viewed as a small threat in Vietnam. In contrast to Johnson’s blustering masculine rhetoric, Ho Chi Minh projected an asexual persona as Vietnam’s beloved “Uncle.” Olga Dror’s studies of the leader uncover the potential of Ho’s having been widowed at a young age in using his image as a celibate figure committed to Vietnamese independence as part of what solidified his popularity in North Vietnam.31 Ho’s approach starkly contrasted with American diplomatic and military culture. Scholarship on US military training and the lives of grunts, including works by Christopher DeRosa, Christian Appy, and Kyle Longley, illustrate how masculine ideals extended beyond the White House and permeated every level of military life.

Encounters with and perceptions of the Vietnamese people obsess popular memory, but rarely do these representations deal with how human relationships impacted foreign relations. I am interested in these very real connections between daily interactions and acts of national policy both within and across borders. Scholars such as Sarah Snyder have convincingly argued that the actions of individuals often dictate the fates of major powers.32 The focus on the daily lives of soldiers or civilians in Vietnam is not meant to trivialize their struggles or sacrifice. Rather, I hope to provide a face for both the faceless soldier and the faceless Vietnamese with whom GIs interacted daily and offer some context for the statistics on the numbers of troops or rates of venereal disease. Through their experiences of love, sex, trauma, warfare, and policy, soldiers played a role in shaping the war’s diplomatic course.33 Young men, many drafted into military service, led lives in Vietnam that often challenged the Vietnamese government’s moral standards as well as their own. Through this focus on their daily lives, in particular their intimate encounters in Vietnam, it becomes clear that soldiers had a place not only in the popular consciousness of the war but also in the way policy makers navigated the conflict.

Scholars of American foreign relations and diplomatic history have effectively used social and cultural history methodologies for the past several decades.34 Scholars now embrace the idea that policy does not occur in a vacuum, and that the role of non-state actors needs to be incorporated as a topic of serious inquiry with the potential to drive foreign policy narratives. I see myself in dialog with historians who have engaged with these movements, including Snyder, in her analysis of multiple state and non-state actors across a transnational stage, as well as others like Melanie McAlister, who has utilized cultural elements such as film and popular opinion to explain American actions in the Cold War Middle East.35 During the Vietnam War, source materials ranging from labor statistics to fashion reports and literary interpretations reveal undeniable social changes. When analyzed alongside policy documents from local governments and heads of state, they tell a story of how sexual encounters affected war-making and policy decisions through a progression of pragmatic and non-pragmatic, national and transnational, or social and personal factors.

The historiography of the Vietnam War represents one of the broadest and most complex fields in modern history. Works like Mark Philip Bradley’s Imagining Vietnam and America: The Making of Postcolonial Vietnam point to the shift from America-centric research to studies that highlight the significance of the Vietnamese experience to provide a more complete history of the conflict. The history of sexual encounters contributes to Vietnam War studies by adding to the discourse on American decision making, daily life, and war culture for the US military and the RVN, as well as to theoretical understandings of the relationship between war, culture, trauma, and memory.36

Both top-down studies and those exploring the war beyond the nation-state embrace the “Vietnamization” of Vietnam War studies, which seeks to correct the imbalance between American and Vietnamese perspectives. The Vietnamized perspective enriches an already expansive library of books on the conflict by encouraging scholars to ask new questions and examine new sources about the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV) and RVN.37 Day-to-day relationships between men and women are critical to understanding military base life and gender relations. Exploring the locations and logic behind the base establishment, the masculine nature of basic training, policy makers’ attitudes toward Vietnamese women, the status of women in both American and Vietnamese society, the role of masculinity in establishing policy, notions of sexuality in the global 1960s, and services or aid for Vietnamese women and children in the postwar era impacts the basic premise of this volume. Laying the groundwork on these issues, Meredith Lair’s Armed with Abundance: Consumerism and Soldiering in the Vietnam War vividly describes life on military posts for the majority of soldiers who never ventured into the jungles or rice paddies to fight. Rather, rear echelon troops supported American efforts as part of a massive logistical system.38 These men and women had the most direct and intimate contacts with Vietnamese civilians and contributed to an unmanageable culture of consumerism that fostered the illicit black markets in urban centers or nearby base towns.

Heather Stur’s Beyond Combat: Women and Gender in the Vietnam War Era provides a much-needed introduction to the roles played by women and the dynamics of gender throughout the war. Her study builds on the already developed field of masculinity studies during the conflict.39 In Beyond Combat, Stur answers the call of Joan Scott to address the role of women and gender in foreign policy and war.40 Stur sharply analyzes various personal encounters between the military establishment and female service members, Red Cross volunteers, and Vietnamese civilian women. By introducing gender into the foreign relations history of the Vietnam War, Stur argues that these relationships are “grounded in the reality of American power and dominance.”41 Her work expands on more specialized earlier studies, including Kara Dixon Vuic’s expert analysis of life in the Army Nurse Corps in Vietnam.42

Vietnamese women’s voices have been largely absent in the writing of Vietnam War history. Scholars like Judy Tzu-Chun Wu and Nathalie Huynh Chau Nguyen have led the field in recovering these voices not simply as part of the narrative but as the part that dictated it.43 Wu’s study of Vietnamese women who “countered classical orientalist depictions of exotic, sexualized, and victimized Asian women” and drew international movements together has revolutionized how scholars view women during the war.44 It highlights the experiences of the sexualized and victimized while also moving beyond a one-dimensional portrayal to uncover the subculture and agency of women who took on roles in the shaping of war and policy. By bringing more women’s voices to the fore, scholars have the opportunity to reframe the misleading notion that all women contributed and reacted to the war in the same way. Wu’s work also notably brings forward the importance of training across the US military that promoted brothel culture and sexualized images of Asian women to foster male bonding, helping to place this work in a broader context of gendered American interactions with women near bases throughout Asia.45

The history of intimate encounters during the Vietnam War remains an open field, with only a handful of scholarly works engaging with questions about prostitution. Within the broader field of Vietnamese studies, Christina Firpo’s book Black Market Business: Selling Sex in Northern Vietnam, 1920–1945 leverages Vietnamese archives to offer a detailed examination of the flourishing prostitution industry in North Vietnam during the French colonial era.46 Few historians have studied the industry in South Vietnam and its implications for foreign relations beyond anecdotal accounts portrayed in the works of journalists or soldiers.47 Despite numerous academic studies of the interactions between prostitutes and the American military during other wars, journalistic accounts continue to dominate the histories of these relationships during the war in Vietnam.48 Neil Sheehan’s accounts point to the sheer accessibility of the services provided to Americans. In his Pulitzer Prize–winning book A Bright Shining Lie: John Paul Vann and America in Vietnam, Sheehan describes the prostitution industry as being at the top of the wartime social hierarchy.49 Like Sheehan, Neil Jamieson, in Understanding Vietnam, depicts the prostitution industry in a familiar way—as one of many vices in South Vietnam. Jamieson breaks down the dynamic whereby the financial benefit to one member of society is the immoral act to another, or to someone else, plainly, sleeping with the enemy. In contrast to his discussion of prostitution, Jamieson also portrays women who maintained the role expected of them by the RVN, remaining modest and traditional, channeling their energy and strength into the family.50 These women nonetheless held little sway over the direction of society during the war in comparison to highly paid bar girls. As part of the thriving bar scene, prostitutes divided themselves into sociocultural units depending on the status of the establishments in which they worked. The background information Jamieson provides on the more intricate divisions between social strata helps make visible the tensions within Vietnam.51

Scholars of war and intimacy have been particularly active in investigating the sexual practices of servicemen during World War II and subsequent occupations throughout Europe and Asia. In her study of war brides in the twentieth century, Susan Zeiger compellingly argues that prostitution replaced marriage as the “interpersonal metaphor that captured Americans’ ambivalence about their commitments to former colonial subjects in Cold War foreign relations.”52 The institutionalization of prostitution by the American military in Asia is addressed in Saundra Pollock Sturdevant and Brenda Stoltzfus’s edited volume Let the Good Times Roll: Prostitution and the U.S. Military in Asia, which builds on detailed interviews from sex workers employed at the leisure of American troops in the Philippines, Japan, and South Korea.53 Michiko Takeuchi and Sarah Kovner have both published on US military prostitution in occupied Japan. Takeuchi argues that sexual politics represented a means for Americans to assert neocolonial domination over Japanese women and a “synchronous neocolonialism” on the part of the Japanese state. Takeuchi’s study of state-supported neocolonialism in Japan presents a useful contrast with the South Vietnamese, who adamantly opposed the prostitution industry.54 Kovner’s Occupying Power has much that applies to Vietnam, as she argues that policy changes came too little, too late, to fix the problems linked to prostitution in Japan.55 Katharine H. S. Moon’s research asserts that occupied Korea was even more open to sexual exchange than Japan and gifted women and sex as rewards or signs of gratitude to American troops.56

In Europe, studies of GIs and German, French, and British women are all well addressed in works blending the histories of war, sex, and foreign relations. Notable among these, Roberts’s What Soldiers Do and Petra Goedde’s GIs and Germans help integrate transnational sources to brilliantly balance the perspectives of the American military and the local governments they encountered while crossing Europe in the 1940s. Moving into the 1950s, Maria Höhn’s GIs and Fräuleins in part brings the issue of race to the fore through her analysis of how German citizens wrestled with their discomfort over social relations between Germans and African American soldiers by playing on American policies of segregation rather than Nazi ideology.57

Beyond works exploring the consensual nature of intimate encounters, scholars in gender and women’s studies, feminist theory, anthropology, and political science have written extensively on intersections of race, sexual violence, and rape during wars and decolonization struggles over the past century. Gina Marie Weaver’s Ideologies of Forgetting delivers a monograph-length assessment of rape during the Vietnam War, with a focus on literary and memoir accounts.58 Placing Vietnam in context is difficult, as US officials remained unsure how to manage their forces in an allied area. Previous conflicts, with clearer distinctions between enemies, provided easier delineations. John Dower’s War Without Mercy offers a useful example here, arguing that the raw brutality practiced by both the United States and Japanese militaries fighting on the Pacific front during World War II resulted from racial prejudice and arrogance on both sides. Elements of race hatred continued into the Vietnam War era, but the shared race of America’s allies and enemies created conflict and confusion.59 The problematic feminizing, “othering,” or otherwise villainizing of Asian men and women played a prominent role in shaping American expectations of Vietnamese civilians during the Vietnam War.

Intertwining themes of race and sexuality regarding Asian women have been especially well defined in research on the colonial period from scholars such as Elizabeth Ezra and Ann Stoler.60 Decolonization in Vietnam after 1954 brought with it a rise in external influence as the region become central to Cold War strategic planning. As Anne McClintock argues in her influential work Imperial Leather: Race, Gender, and Sexuality in the Colonial Contest, we cannot reduce the roots of all gender inequality in postcolonial spaces to colonial power structures.61 Rather, she contends that Edward Said’s Orientalism reduces gender to metaphors and fails to engage the complexity of gender dynamics when he defines colonialism as a “male power fantasy.”62 Simple binaries between good and bad or colonial and postcolonial do not account for the persistence of the unequal treatment of women, and could not account for the increasingly complex geopolitical relations of the Cold War. Vietnam presents an interesting case in which many of these lines are blurred. Elements of decolonization, civil war, and Cold War military imperialism require specific consideration for intimate encounters.

Studies exploring US-RVN relations from the top down have provided historians with a context for discussing how the respective governments interacted from the Diem period through the end of the war, but recent scholarship is only beginning to give us views of the war through civilian eyes.63 Works on prostitution and the military during times of conflict represent the best defined of the subfields, but the research rarely engages meaningfully with the Vietnam conflict. Addressing this absence is not simply “filling a gap” but rather moving the conversation on the war forward. Sex and war overlapped in unexpected places during Vietnam, including the American strategy of maintaining a large rear echelon force, North Vietnam’s anti-American propaganda campaigns, and the constant barrage of media coverage on life in Vietnam. Agents of foreign policy influence came from all sides, with service members, Vietnamese civilian women, and the allied governments all contributing to the discourse.

Researching Taboos

History relies on sources. The taboos over the sex industry and the reluctance to put information about illegal activies on record create challenges for simply pulling up records at archives. Resources on topics of war and sexuality also involve a significant use of innuendo, or are framed in indirect ways. Diplomats and heads of state often avoid directly speaking about prostitution or rape, preferring to use terms like “social evils” and “assault” in their place. Daily police records are protected because of their inclusion of personally identifiable information for non-convicted arrestees, although I had temporary access to some of these records through a pull error at the National Archives in College Park, Maryland. While I use the spirit of these documents, I have carefully removed specific dates and all names so as not to violate the privacy of the individuals who were not found guilty in a court of law.

The incomplete nature of any source for representing a historic event, and the uncertainty as to whether archivists can share those that have been preserved, often limit the stories we can tell. The information contained in this book is drawn from archives in the United States, Vietnam, France, and England. To obtain a rounded understanding of the complex relationships discussed herein, I worked to balance government and non-government sources. I spoke with both veterans and Vietnamese women, and while some felt uncomfortable sharing past sexual or romantic experiences, the interviews I was granted permission to use help bring the arguments to life.

Within the United States, the archives of institutions and the federal government provided a broad framework for the role of sexuality in foreign relations. Visits to the special collections at Michigan State University and the University of Wisconsin, the National Archives and Records Administration in College Park, and the Johnson, Nixon, and Ford presidential libraries provided thousands of documents for this purpose. Excellent resources, particularly on Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACV), initiatives were viewed through the Virtual Vietnam Center Archives hosted by Texas Tech University. GI and Vietnamese memoirs and published oral histories, as well as interviews, provided critical sources to fill in the human side of the relationships discussed in the government documents. Personal accounts of legal or illegal behaviors rely on the observers’ memory, honesty, and willingness to discuss events they may not want their families to know took place. Introducing these sources into conversation with one another and with archival materials helps corroborate claims. Unsupported claims also serve a purpose by showing how individuals wanted to be remembered.

International archives and sources complicate and enrich this volume by placing the events in an inter- and transnational dialog. The Vietnamese National Archive Center II and General Science Library in Ho Chi Minh City hold sources on anti-prostitution campaigns in the RVN, as well as documents concerning corruption, social behavior, and American aid workers supporting post-1973 recovery programs. Other Vietnamese sources include newspapers as well as published works. Vietnamese archives have come a long way in embracing foreign researchers. While it was not always clear why certain documents were “forbidden,” I was able to engage those I did see to bring in critical perspectives from the Vietnamese side. French colonial materials from the Service Historique de la Défense archives in Vincennes, France, included necessary context for understanding what the Americans and the Vietnamese expected of each other when they joined forces after 1954. Materials from America’s closest ally outside Vietnam during the war, Australia, were examined at the British National Archives in Kew, outside central London. Together the archives present a similar story about the scope and wide-scale impact of social behavior on the unfolding of the Vietnam War.

Chapter Overview

This book consists of six core chapters. The first examines life in Vietnam before American military escalation in 1965. Framed within the context of South Vietnamese president Ngo Dinh Diem’s social reforms, it begins by establishing how colonial representations of Vietnamese women and sexuality became ingrained into the expectations of American soldiers decades later. Diem’s partnership with Michigan State University’s Vietnam Advisory Group and his instituting of morality laws marked a direct response to French colonial rule. Enforcing morality ranked high among Diem’s priorities. With additional pressure from his sister-in-law Madame Nhu, the implementation of family and morality laws in South Vietnam prohibited most forms of public social interactions, from dancing to prostitution. Although the laws were slowly dissolved or ignored over time, they shaped social relations in the early years of American intervention in Vietnam and framed the dialog surrounding sexual encounters throughout the war.

Chapter 2 describes the escalation period of the war and the flooding of American service members and money into South Vietnam. Culminating with the 1966 “American brothel” debate, the chapter argues that despite clear signs that the prostitution industry was growing too quickly for anyone to contain it, the Johnson administration chose to sweep the issue aside. The repercussions of Johnson’s policies are examined in chapter 3 with the transition from Vietnamese eradication campaigns against prostitution in the mid-1960s to what I have called the Americanization of sexual and social policies. By the end of the decade, safety and medical concerns forced the hand of the Nixon administration, which worked around RVN laws to maintain the morale-building practice of prostitution while not completely undermining Vietnamese morality policies.

The fourth chapter steps back from the world of prostitution to assess how the United States and RVN negotiated policies for sexual relationships beyond the brothel. With regard to practices of employer-employee relationships, dating, marriage, and paternity, the Johnson administration similarly waited to take any major action on the issues. During the Nixon administration, however, the military made changes to the laws while attempting to work with South Vietnamese president Nguyen Van Thieu to ensure that both nations followed procedures. The layered bureaucracies created by these policies, particularly regarding marriage, caused headaches for young couples but worked fairly smoothly between the governments.

In chapter 5, nonconsensual sexual encounters are analyzed through a study of rape and sexual violence during the Vietnam War. Reinforcing my argument that the United States took on greater responsibility for the maintenance of GI-civilian social relationships after 1968, rape became a major concern only after news broke of the My Lai massacre. Within Vietnam, women had feared rape throughout the war. While cases of sexual violence were dwarfed in number by the prevalence of prostitution, publicized instances of rape reinforced the views of antiwar and anti-American activists and afforded valuable anecdotes to fuel change. Finally, chapter 6 traces the crushing blow of the Paris Peace Accords on sexual relationships in South Vietnam and on the economy driven by American spending. Between 1973 and 1975, the withdrawal of US troops left prostitutes without clients and resulted in a complete dismantling of the industry, forcing many civilians with former American ties into destitution or worse. The startling number of war orphans, mostly of mixed Amerasian heritage, created a humanitarian crisis that lasted long after the fall of Saigon.

Postwar representations, popular memory, and themes of collective trauma weave throughout each of the chapters. International power relations are foregrounded in the book, but I argue that gender and sexuality were central to military life in Vietnam. In a tenuous alliance in which the RVN constantly sought legitimacy at the right hand of the United States, American treatment of Vietnamese civilian women threatened the ability of Americans and Vietnamese to work together. The significance of the bar girl, the bride, and the rape victim in Vietnam ran far deeper than popular culture has given them credit for.






Chapter 1

Vietnam in the American Mind from the Colonial Era through the 1950s

The first Americans arriving in an official capacity in Saigon in 1955 waded into a complex legacy of colonialism, war, and sex. Long before the first ground forces settled into their barracks in Saigon, Americans already perceived Vietnam and its people through a colonial lens. After more than sixty years of rule under the French beginning in 1887, a world war under the Japanese Empire, and the return of French colonizers in 1945, Vietnam found itself again in a state of transition. When the French returned with financial backing from the United States earmarked to fend off global decolonization, they sparked anticolonial sentiment among nationalists tired of outside interference. In the years leading up to and immediately following the defeat of the French colonial forces at Dien Bien Phu in 1954, the United States helped forge an infrastructure in South Vietnam in the name of communist containment. At the beginning of the decade, Mao Zedong led Chinese communists to victory over the Guomindang Nationalist Party and proved their willingness to fight in Korea.1 Vietnam seemed a likely place for the next move in the developing Cold War. Americans supported the French to avoid direct conflict with the popular communist-supported Vietnamese government. Once the French left Vietnam, the United States shifted its support to South Vietnamese president Ngo Dinh Diem. There would be no Normandy or Inchon invasion in Southeast Asia, only a slow buildup of American advisors, intelligence, and money.2

Following Dien Bien Phu and the agreement for a territorial division along the seventeenth parallel, Vietnam underwent major political restructuring. In 1955 Diem, the prime minister to emperor and chief of state Bao Dai, became the first president of South Vietnam.3 Diem merged his family’s political connections with support from the growing population of South Vietnamese Catholics, as well as the associates he had met while traveling in political exile in the United States since 1950. American observers feared that communist forces might manipulate social relations, requiring changes to their interactions with civilians. Reflecting on the how the Chinese and North Vietnamese might win the battle without even restarting the war, the journalist Henry Lieberman pinpointed vice as a critical weakness. He wrote, “In Saigon, where gambling, prostitution, and opium dens flourish, Vietminh agents are collecting Vietnamese intellectuals and leading them into the Vietminh regroupment areas to show them how austerely Communists live in waging revolution.”4 In addition to his keen political maneuvering, which helped him obtain his position as president, Diem gained American support for his efforts to consolidate power and forge an independent South Vietnam. With US backing, he ignored the caveat of the First Indochina War’s Geneva Accords settlement, which directed South Vietnam to hold a reunification vote with the North in 1956. The Diem family feared a communist victory, the loss of South Vietnam, and political instability.5 With no peaceful solution within reach, reunification took nearly two decades and an extraordinarily bloody war with considerable international involvement that lasted long past the coup and assassination of Diem in 1963.

The rise of Diem and the behavior of the increasing numbers of American advisors help illustrate how stereotypes of exotic, sexualized Vietnamese woman carried over from the colonial era to the American experience. The legacy of colonial prostitution and French military brothels during the First Indochina War (1946–1954) embedded the stereotype into Western memory. This manufactured use of Vietnamese women as tools for sexual relief contributed to a belief in Vietamese and Asian American society that Western men viewed Vietnamese as less than human.6 The morality policies of the postwar Vietnamese-led government represented a direct reaction to colonial views regarding sexuality between cultures. The laws laid out by Diem formed the apex of US–South Vietnamese disagreements over social and sexual policies.

The US military tolerated prostitution districts and brothels as safe spaces for American troops to find sex when deployed, but their efforts at regulation failed to protect women who worked in the industries.7 Scholars conducting contemporary research on the persistence of prostitution in places with a significant population of American forces are uncovering the voices of sex workers to help illustrate the disparity of the relationships.8 Saundra Pollock Sturdevant and Brenda Stoltzfus argue that the “myth that they earn a lot of money” drove many women into the sex workforce, but only those in the top clubs earned enough to afford the “alcohol or other drugs [they needed] in order to accommodate numerous customers.”9 The women and girls who took on these jobs to survive were often vulnerable to disease, abuse, addiction, unplanned pregnancy, and persistent poverty.

In post–World War II Asia, the mounting presence of American bases resulted in an increase in sexual entertainment. Prostitution districts in South Korea, the Philippines, and Japan all catered to the demands of foreign soldiers. Discussing the “trade in female flesh,” the historian Bruce Cummings called it “the most common form of Korean-American interaction.”10 Katharine H. S. Moon’s work illustrates how at the same time American advisors started arriving in Vietnam in the mid-1950s, the Korean government eagerly offered sex as a form of recreation to US troops.11 She observes that popular unregulated wartime brothels turned into a formalized system following the 1954 US–Republic of Korea Mutual Defense Treaty, when girls and women fled from poverty-stricken areas to be closer to the bases during the occupation.12 The Vietnamese leadership pressed Americans in a different direction. Rather than supporting regulation, Diem promoted the criminalization of sex work, creating a stark difference from earlier US experiences. His interest in banning prostitution fell in line with both his Catholic values and a global discourse that pushed against colonial sexual exploitation.13 From the colonial era through the 1950s, the struggle over who would control society in Indochina set the stage for clashes throughout the American War era.

The culture of sexuality in colonial Indochina, the role of brothels during the First Indochina War, and the establishment of postcolonial morality laws under Diem and his family framed the way Americans viewed Vietnam prior to military escalation. The persistence of colonial imagery for Western observers in the postcolonial era presented a nexus of gender, culture, and foreign relations issues that influenced American advisors’ ideas regarding politics and social relations in Southeast Asia. The power struggle of colonization resulted in the perceived need for colonizers to simultaneously uplift and repress colonial women, and through them colonial society. Americans adopted a European colonial perception of Southeast Asian women as exotic or erotic, but also viewed them as a potential threat that needed to be controlled. Early US advisors believed that Vietnamese people could not be trusted to control their own fate without outside influence. Framing the American War through a colonial lens shows us that the decades-long struggle for foreign control over Vietnamese citizens and their bodies exposes the roots of the power struggles that defined the US-RVN relationship throughout the war.

Indochina through a Colonial Lens

Through the prewar era of French colonial control over Indochina, the United States increased financial support but remained physically distant. Americans thus learned about Vietnam and its people through the imagination and representations of the French and their views of their colonial subjects. US occupations in the Philippines, Japan, and Korea further influenced perceptions of life in Asia. These images skewed American interpretations toward a view of Vietnam as weak and disorganized politically but culturally exotic and erotically exciting. Because of its political interest in western European nations like France retaining control over Southeast Asia, the United States publicly threw its support behind colonization at events such as the 1931 Exposition Coloniale. As the colonial grasp on Indochina weakened, US interests only grew. Even when Vietnam won its decolonization struggle against France in 1954, the portrayals and memories of imperialism left the distorted idea of Asian weakness in the American mind, reinforcing the view that the region needed Western control to survive ideological threats from communism.

Images and stories shared by the French bolstered portrayals of Vietnamese peoples as exotic and feminized, and guided the interactions of Americans with local populations ranging from programs for civilian aid to sexual encounters with local peoples. Years of viewing French representations of Indochina before and during the world wars, as well as in the early years of France’s post–World War II empire, helped shape Americans’ opinions about Southeast Asian peoples. Inherited perceptions informed the way US advisors viewed Vietnamese sexuality and their complex involvement with morality policies during the Vietnam War. Cultural observers generally saw civilians as exotic “others” and women especially as sexual. Colonial tourism supported the notion of Vietnam as feminized and an object to conquer. The distorted impressions of a weak, colonized Vietnamese culture further reinforced the attitudes of incoming American advisors who sought to turn the newly decolonized state into a capitalist democracy. Deep-seated Western beliefs concerning racial superiority and gender also nurtured stereotypes reflecting the colonial memory of “Oriental” sexuality.

The relationship between colonial portrayals of sexuality and American consumption of sexual services abroad suggests why US–South Vietnamese politics over sexual encounters differed so drastically from previous US experiences. The acceptance, or even promotion, of sexual encounters with locals in earlier wars and colonial holdings helped structure American expectations regarding appropriate GI-civilian relations during the Vietnam War. Military and colonial leadership promoted and regulated different forms of legalized prostitution in areas including Puerto Rico, the Philippines, Japan, and Korea. Laura Briggs’s work on Puerto Rico contradicts historians who argue that the American military did not participate in regulating prostitution in the United States with evidence on colonial prostitution policies in Cuba, Haiti, Nicaragua, Santo Domingo, the Panama Canal Zone, Hawaii, and the Philippines, as well as on some mainland bases in Texas, Arizona, and Florida.14 Local populations did not always embrace these policies, with notable resistance in the Panama Canal Zone, but their efforts prove that the Americans had decades of experience with organized military-colonial prostitution prior to their arrival in Vietnam.15

Paul Kramer’s work on prostitution during the Philippine-American War highlights the conflict between the desire of the United States to be a “moral empire” and its reality as a “military-hygienic empire.”16 Under the direction of Major Owen Sweet, he argues, the Americans chose to pursue a path that accepted regulation and thus accepted colonial policies. Regulation policies in the colonies mirrored efforts by other powers, including the British Contagious Diseases Acts, and, in the Philippines, carried on the efforts of the Spanish. Practices included registration, invasive vaginal exams, and arrests of prostitutes without any medical or legal action against the men who hired them.17 The legalization and registration of sex workers failed to reduce disease levels among troops.18 This approach also raised concerns within the United States over the repercussions of promoting the use of colonial women for sexual recreation at a time when women’s movements had succeeded in banning prostitution throughout most of the United States.

In 1901, Major General Arthur MacArthur, US military governor of the Philippines (and father of the future general Douglas MacArthur), responded with what the New York Times called a “tart reply” to criticisms from the Women’s Christian Temperance Union about solider behavior in the Philippines.19 While blatantly denying that the army encouraged vice on the one hand, he also hinted as to its inevitability on the other. “I am convinced that the City of Manila,” he wrote,


may to-day challenge a comparison as to its moral and orderly condition with a city of the United States. This condition is the more remarkable in view of the general lack of moral tone pervading the sea ports of the East; the fact that the government of the Philippines, since the American occupation, has been necessarily one of emergency; that Manila is the headquarters of an army of 65,000 men, the city through which this army must come and go, and that these many thousands of men are in the prime of life and are remotely removed from the restraining influences that might be exercised over them by their home surroundings.


He recommended that the critics be transported to the war zone to learn a bit more about conditions there before passing judgment.20 Following the war, as the Philippines became a colonial holding, the prostitution industry only grew more pervasive. Even after the Philippines gained independence, the American bases there kept the industry active, with more than fifteen thousand women still working as “hospitality women,” or prostitutes, in the main base towns in the early 1990s.21 Over nine thousand of the women had legally registered to work under this title, despite the government ban on prostitution. The doublespeak surrounding prostitution persists right along with the industry.

Vietnam’s experience as a colony mirrored the experience in the Philippines. With the establishment of French Indochina in 1887, colonizers maintained de facto control in their protectorates in the central and northern territories of Annam and Tonkin while ruling a formal colony in southernmost Cochinchina.22 Ethnographic studies conducted by colonizers during the early colonial period indicate an interest in the private lives and sexual behavior of Vietnamese peoples. With control over the entire area, French officials used their position of authority to enter local communities and describe what they saw as very foreign behaviors and used their global influence to shape lasting stereotypes about the people who lived in those communities.

Dr. Jacob Sutor, a French army surgeon who wrote under the pseudonym Dr. Jacobus, kept a journal containing his observations of the sexual practices of colonial peoples in the 1890s. Scholars categorize the work as both anthropology and pornography, as the lengthy study attracted both libertine and scholarly readers.23 In observing and examining Vietnamese peoples in their homes, he dehumanized colonial populations by portraying their actions as more animalistic than human. Sutor described silent sexual experiences in vivid, degrading, and questionable detail.24 In writing about a wife who literally dropped everything, in this case her child, to pleasure her diseased husband, Sutor presented Vietnamese sexual behavior as entirely without intimacy, lacking even the most basic privacy, as his subjects seemed to ignore the presence of both children and anthropologists.25 The mention of the husband’s illness suggests a lack of venereal disease education or medical care and points to another element of the woman’s story. Outside the home, she worked as a prostitute for the French military at a nearby compound, which provided a necessary monetary benefit. Sutor’s access to the woman through the military prostitution ring indicates her status in society and may explain her lack of concern about Sutor’s presence, since her brothel work was likely not performed in private rooms.

Unlike Americans, who confronted a Vietnamese government that banned prostitution, the French openly established numerous Bordels Militaires de Campagne (BMC), or military brothels positioned around battle sites and military bases. At BMCs, servicemen could purchase sex in a relatively secure location close to the front.26 Thus, his subjects’ socioeconomic status and life near camps unfairly influenced Sutor’s representations of Vietnamese people as downtrodden and immodest. Sutor described the woman’s existence as bleak, and depicted her family “huddling … on a dirty mat,” seeking to “use each other for futile protection against the decadence and deterioration which four thousand years of impotence has confirmed as their destiny.”27 The author further emphasizes his colonial perception of racial superiority over the Vietnamese by describing the society as “basic” and referring to those with darker skin as “developing.”28 Sutor’s racist approach to the people he studied allowed him to frame his depictions of Vietnamese sexuality in a way that rationalized colonialism.

Writing seventy years later in 1966, the American journalist Leland Gardner included Sutor’s descriptions in his exposé on the sex industry in wartime Saigon, arguing that Sutor painted a realistic picture of events since he meant the entries primarily for personal use.29 Gardner’s use of Sutor’s journals illustrates the persistence of stereotypes into the 1960s. Their inclusion as part of an American depiction of Vietnamese wartime prostitution in particular indicated the lasting effects of French colonial views regarding both indigenous and intercultural sexuality in the colonies. The accounts described the French as observers, participants, and proliferators of the sex-for-hire industry that Americans still associated with Vietnam.

The increase in French colonial expectations for, and participation in, sexual encounters with Vietnamese women resulted in the formal regulation of such encounters. Without a clear plan, but viewing sexual interactions as a popular and legitimate form of recreation, local officials looked to other colonies for a framework.30 For Frenchmen who chose not to, or could not afford to, take a concubine, prostitution provided another means for intimacy. As Ann Stoler argues, racist concerns over interracial children also helped shape the decision to promote brothels. Colonial administrators viewed purchasing sex as the “politically safe” option for colonizers, since they believed that non-committed relationships would result in fewer interracial children or marriages.31 The desire for exclusively European marriages overtook concubinage in French culture, driving up prostitution as a short-term solution. Some reports from the late nineteenth century, however, labeled prostitution a prominent “social evil,” triggering the development of regulations.32

Despite mounting concerns over public image, venereal disease, and mixed-race births, French officials agreed that having colonizers bring their wives would be more disruptive than managing prostitution and less financially risky. Instead, colonizers could lead an alternate life, with an alternate partner to fulfill their needs and share their lives in the colony at a lower cost.33 Relationships between colonizer and colonized faced challenges, however, because of cultural differences and legal structures, a trope picked up in the literature of Harry Hervey and Graham Greene.34 Accounts of Western men abandoning their Asian lovers overshadow the memory of successful long-term marriages. Regardless of circumstances, colonizer-civilian and later service member–civilian relationships rarely fared well.

The turn-of-the-century brothel industry strained under the burden of persistent subjugation. Despite halfhearted attempts to control the growth of the industry, by the 1920s and 1930s French officials had become uncomfortable with the scope of the sex trade in Indochina and its implications for politics. Prostitution was not the only social blight creating discord and troubling colonizers. Depression, suicide, alcoholism, and narcotics addiction also rose among the Vietnamese urban middle class in what Neil Jamieson dubbed “the darkening of the 1930s.”35 The decade also marked a significant shift in the Vietnamese response to the French, and tensions within the colony boiled over. While the French promoted the splendor of Indochina back home in the metropole, they faced violent protests from student-led resistance fighters in Saigon.36

Ultimately, the responsibility fell on the colonizers to keep free of all the threats, real or imagined, that they perceived in Indochina. The historian Eric Jennings argues, “When it was not the climate or the ‘exotic other’ that threatened to harm the fragile health of the colonizers, it was the behavior and lifestyles of the colonial people themselves.”37 French colonizers saw no way to outlaw prostitution, however. A 1934 medical bulletin joked: “Are the colonial troops chaste? It may be a good title for a novel, but this question is too ridiculous to even think about it seriously.”38 Knowing any efforts to ban the practice would prove fruitless, they chose instead to focus on developing regulations.

As early as 1888, only one year into France’s colonial venture in Indochina, the Hanoi Municipal Council had attempted to regulate prostitution with license requirements and medical dispensaries for treating venereal disease.39 The number of brothels in Hanoi expanded from sixteen to twenty between 1896 and 1930.40 The prostitution industry in the South, however, soon dwarfed these numbers when the focus of French control over Indochina moved to the southern territory after France’s return at the end of World War II.41 Tracing the spread of sexually transmitted diseases provided a bridge between the government and sex workers. After an initial visit to the Service Régional d’Hygiène, a dossier was opened on each patient tracking offenses, health, and fingerprint records.42 The historian Isabelle Tracol-Huynh argues that the absence of European women and limited access to European prostitutes, Western bans on prostitution, and changes to age limitations increased the demand for Asian prostitutes.43 Despite prostitution’s being legal, the fact that government and medical facilities were keeping records bred fear.

Throughout the interwar period, French officials wrote and instituted prostitution and sanitation regulations rooted in the nineteenth-century policies.44 Administrators enforced curfews to limit disease, which raged through the cities.45 They rejected pushes for the effective, but impractical, alternative of chastity and marriage.46 By the end of the decade, they instituted a system of expensive licenses and taxes for brothel workers.47 While the administrators designed the fee structure to deter and monitor participation, it instead drove many to transition into clandestine work.

Registered sex workers gained slightly more job stability under the regulated system.48 Colonial officials referred to the women as con gai, the Vietnamese word for young girl but used in this context to mean everything from concubines to prostitutes or even wives. In the northern provinces, hundreds of women registered. Unifying the industry under colonial control created pathways for expanding treatment by allowing dispensaries to legally treat women for venereal diseases.49 According to a January 1932 report, administrators wanted to regulate prostitution to offer more protections for workers as well as their patrons. This included barring the employment of underage women in les maisons de tolérance, or brothels, and requiring madams to arrange for medical care for those under their charge.50 With the industry ingrained in society, officials focused on controlling the narrative rather than pursuing fruitless attempts to eradicate prostitution.

The rise in colonial prostitution, along with the related increase in births of mixed-race children, left colonizers obliged to take care in how they represented their practices to the rest of the world. Colonizers viewed colonial subjects as “other” and feared the repercussions of interracial relationships more than disease.51 Thus they viewed relations with prostitutes in the colonies as more acceptable than engagement in long-term relationships, which were more likely to result in marriage and the birth of mixed-race children guaranteed citizenship in the metropole.52 By 1931, the concern over métis, or mixed-blood, children became a focus for French feminists examining life in the colonies. This again would become an issue in the early 1970s in the United States as the numbers of children of mixed American and Vietnamese parentage skyrocketed. Under the French, as Ann Stoler has documented, métis children became a domestic project for European women looking to offer what they saw as a better life. Mixed children were granted French citizenship through their fathers, with opportunities for what the French perceived as civilizing Westernization. By educating the children in French ways, organizers thought they could keep them out of morally dangerous situations. The gendered education programs taught girls to “avert sexual promiscuity,” while the boys’ lessons cultivated “political precocity” to avoid their becoming “militant men.”53 Christina Firpo convincingly adds that these concerns had existed since the turn of the century, and that managing the social barriers confronting those of mixed race in the colonies often fell on women and on children, not the men who fathered them.54

French colonizers reinforced their belief in racial superiority through representations of colonials as less civilized peoples, passing those views on to observers in the West, including the United States.55 These visual and written cultural representations perpetuated notions of gender binaries and created stereotypes of hyper-sexualized Asian females. To combat the economic hardship of the global depression during the interwar period, officials recognized the need to promote their most promising colony at the world’s fairs and exhibitions that were popular at the time.56 The United States supported French views at the 1931 Exposition Coloniale in Vincennes through its promotion of and participation in the fair. These exhibitions piqued the interest of Americans, who were drawn to the glamour of old-world Europe and the excitement of the colonies.57 President Herbert Hoover even sent a delegation to host booths that painted the United States as a colonial power of a different sort. The exhibits included a replica of George Washington’s home, Mount Vernon, complete with a woman promoted as the president’s great-granddaughter as hostess and guide to the past. The United States having limited colonial holdings of its own, most Americans viewed the institution of imperialism itself as something exotic.58 The display of American colonial architecture clearly had little to do with European imperialism, but it showed how the Americans hoped to maintain a positive relationship with France through a symbolic embrace of colonialism.59

As diplomats and colonial overseers sought to rationalize the alliance between the United States and its imperial allies, a St. Louis–born expatriate, Josephine Baker, did more than most to sell the sexual appeal of the colonies to the American public. In the 1920s, Baker moved to Paris to avoid racial discrimination in the United States. As a dancer, she found success by breaking barriers in Parisian nightclubs. For visiting Americans, her performances quickly became iconic representations of something at once foreign but still familiar and thus safe.60 Baker’s burlesque made her a popular figure in US newspapers, and wearing her trademark skirt of bananas, she drew in crowds of tourists.61 At the 1931 exposition, Baker’s association with colonial imagery reached its height. In March the New York Times happily reported that pageant organizers had crowned Baker “Queen of the Colonies.”62 In a setting of colonial pavilions and human zoos filled with colonial women who had traveled from around the world, the judges named a woman from St. Louis as their queen of the exotic. To them, with her dark skin and short hair, Baker looked the part of the colonial but carried herself with French refinement. Associating Baker with the colonies meant associating sex with the colonies as well, from the African continent all the way to Indochina. Through their eager participation in the exhibition and excitement over Baker’s win, the Americans demonstrated that they were open to a French view of colonized peoples.63

American impressions from the fairs added to a growing body of cultural artifacts reflecting Indochinese life with exotic portrayals of women at their core. One of the first American cultural productions about Vietnam, Harry Hervey’s 1925 novel Congaï: Mistress of Indochine, presented Asian women in sexualized roles to express how encounters bridged the “other” and the familiar. Hervey traveled to the region to write a book that would capture life in the colony for US audiences. In the novel, a French priest sees a Vietnamese woman from his boat and asks his traveling companion about the local women. The companion describes them as “beautiful savages.”64 Quickly the priest retorts that the man will soon no longer view them as savages since many have become the wives of Western men. He also argues that the women are far more complex than on first impression, adding depth to the two-dimensional depictions of colonial women found in other sources. As Pico Iyer richly describes in the preface to the 2014 reproduction of the novel, the protagonist, Thi-Linh, “is never just a silly girl—or a calculating minx—but a confounding mixture of the two.”65 The two male characters debate the paradox of colonial subjects as wives. The French government does not “entirely approve” of Frenchmen living with concubines, the priest states, but also does not stop them. The line between “savages” and equals easily blurs in the mind of Hervey when characters face decisions regarding sex. Summarizing the problem of such relations with local women, the second man suggests: “Make soldiers of the men; marry the women. Long live France, the protectress!”66 Representations like this show how masculinity and sexuality represent an undeniable element in the international discourse surrounding Vietnam in the colonial era, and one that American literature reflected as early as 1925. The imaginings of Hervey and others present the image of a sexualized but not fully comprehensible Asian woman which served as the preeminent representation available to Americans.67

Scholars of Vietnamese culture and society paint a far more nuanced image of Vietnamese women. Rather than depicting them as mere objects, historians have shown that women held considerable power in their home life and promoted revolutionary and feminist ideals in the face of foreign occupation or oppression, but these facts were all but lost on Western men.68 While not exclusive to Indochina, the perception of exotic sexuality among colonial women attracted foreigners. Cultural depictions fulfilled fantasies and gave rise to assumptions about the Vietnamese female within the French and American imagination. The intersections of French expectations regarding threats to colonial power, beliefs about masculinity and sexuality, and the problem of disease management came to a head during the French Indochina War.

War, Sex, and Decolonization

After the final battle for Vietnamese independence from the French at Dien Bien Phu in spring 1954, the words of French soldier Paul Manzer reflect the complexity of the French relationship with Vietnamese prostitutes when he noted that they “had a more than respectable role during the battle.”69 He recalled them acting not only as sex workers and lovers but also in tactical roles as nurses or companions to keep up the spirits of the troops. Manzer’s comments corroborate military records emphasizing the significant part played by prostitution in the decline of French control over Indochina. Just as gender and sexuality influenced how France presented its colony to the world, they also shaped the way the French conducted the First Indochina War. After Vietnam spent World War II under the control of the Japanese Empire, French attempts at regaining control fueled Vietnamese nationalism. Throughout the conflict, military brothels, or BMCs, proliferated, again bringing women into close proximity with Western men. During this decade of transition, the proliferation of brothels during the First Indochina War introduced yet another problematic element in the social, racial, and territorial power struggle.

Allowing the sex industry to thrive while making it discreet became a government priority in post–World War II Vietnam. Colonial leaders passed laws banning taxi drivers from taking men to brothels or from carrying men and prostitutes together.70 In 1946 the superior commander of French troops in the Far East, chief of state Major Jacques de Guillebon, wrote to the senior commander of the French troops in the Far East. General Philippe LeClerc, suggesting an approved solution to the problem of clandestine prostitution and the spread of venereal disease.71 Guillebon argued that morale could be kept high and disease rates low by monitoring red-light districts in cities and establishing BMCs for units in the field. He pinpointed clandestine prostitution as the main cause of disease and disruption but felt it should not be too difficult to solve in the same way the French had done in Africa.72

The French military leadership decided that practical considerations of location, ease of transportation, and shift schedules would determine how and by whom the brothels should be established, but suggested that organizing the BMCs at the battalion level would provide enough locations to satisfy the soldiers.73 Guillebon was not worried about staffing, informing LeClerc “prospecting for girls is, in general, in the Asian world, a simple affair.”74 He believed that with compensation, delicacy, and the involvement of local authorities, including police as well as brothel owners and madams, enlisting women to work in the BMCs would not prove difficult. Officials in Saigon controlled around 200 to 250 of the total of 400 women licensed to work in the BMCs of Indochina in 1947.75 By 1954, Hanoi controlled about 110 women.76 For the women, poverty unsurprisingly proved the most significant factor in choosing to work as a prostitute.77 Guillebon insisted that prior to hiring, each woman must undergo a physical exam to prove she was in “perfect health.”78 Beyond a standard vaginal exam, he recommended then sophisticated laboratory testing to ensure the utmost in health. Still, Guillebon recognized the impossibility of eliminating all disease and required that red-light districts and brothels be equipped with military police guards and prophylactic stations, as well as with medicine and supplies. During the war, medical commandants sent confidential reports to battalion leaders concerning exams and blood tests performed on women working in traveling BMCs when they passed through cities like Saigon.79

As the war progressed, the popularity of BMCs necessitated the examination of employees twice a week.80 The decision to use a Vietnamese doctor, initially Dang Ngoc Trong in 1946, to direct the anti–venereal disease clinic in Saigon illustrates the desire of the colonizers to make the BMC process work with Indochinese interests while helping their own morale program function as seamlessly as possible.81 For Indochinese prostitutes who worked outside the BMC system, the military could not intervene directly and thus relied on local interlocutors to track repeat offenders and inform them of venereal disease outbreaks outside the camps.82 With local support, the French kept a vigilant eye on the industry and its repercussions on society.

During the First Indochina War, Vietnamese city officials endorsed a study by the medical doctor Dang Van Chin warning that the prostitution industry disrupted public health, the economy, and domestic conduct.83 The study aimed to raise concern among authorities and curb problems. Despite the prevalence of regulated BMCs, clandestine prostitution persisted across the country. Civilian brothels remained the predominant means for women selling their bodies to find steady work, and the government allowed them to remain open despite public distrust. During the war with the French, prostitution among Vietnamese women, especially for use by French military forces, increased. Only after the war ended did the postcolonial regime in the newly established RVN embrace morality-based laws.

In many ways, the proposals made by Chin, in 1952 coincided with the goals of President Ngo Dinh Diem in 1955 when he expressed interest in establishing stricter moral codes. Chin’s study pressed for increased protection of, and respect for, the dignity of Vietnamese women. To achieve this, he suggested better regulation of the sex trade and education for social and medical staff working in the World Health Organization.84 His report spans the time from the perceived roots of prostitution and the first major shifts in colonial prostitution laws in the 1930s to accounts of health issues and potential solutions in the postcolonial age. Chin’s work served as both a chronicle of perceived exploitation and a warning that the industry might destroy Vietnamese culture. He offered five reasons why women in Indochina might turn to prostitution: economics, family matters, and social, political, or pathological causes.85 He argued that the heart of the problem was that much of the population felt sex work had a place in society.86

Efforts by French colonial forces and advisors to choose and maintain “clean” women for BMCs and brothels failed to eliminate venereal disease on any meaningful level.87 In 1952 clandestine prostitutes accounted for 699 of the 1,686 women treated or hospitalized.88 While the exact numbers are impossible to collect, far more women likely went without treatment, as Hanoi alone had 150 licensed and over 3,000 unlicensed prostitutes in 1930.89 The number of treatment appointments more than doubled in 1952, indicating an epidemic of repeat infection.90 Working throughout the war to provide the most efficient care possible, the French constantly reevaluated methods to treat disease. Health administrators and military leaders exchanged hundreds of pages of memos detailing soldiers treated, diagnoses, and the newest methods to prevent illnesses.91 In addition to disease rates, they also kept exceptional records on women working in BMCs, as well as the medical attention given to troops after visiting either licensed or unlicensed, clandestine prostitutes. They even monitored the race and location of the soldiers to build a broader picture of who used the services most often.92

Poor sex education and limited use of prophylactics perpetuated the problem of disease. Many women feared falling ill since they would lose their income, but few understood what caused the illness.93 The fantasy of the exotic woman did not include providing adequate sex education. That failure, however, led outsiders to view Vietnamese women as always harboring potentially dangerous secrets, adding to the hyper-sexualized narrative about them.94 To combat this problem, the US military later incorporated venereal disease education into its training to make soldiers aware that relations with local women came with no shortage of risk to their mission and to the women they loved back home.95

Sex workers were not the only ones who suffered from the effects of venereal disease. Hostesses, taxi dancers, and bar singers all reported high levels of infection, likely due to their regular contact and relationships with foreign men. Chin estimated that there were 5,029 sex workers operating in Saigon-Cholon in 1952, more than half of whom were not licensed.96 When the Diem administration made prostitution illegal, the end of licensing created even more problems for those trying to narrow down the estimated number of women performing sex work. Difficulty in tracking sexual exchange, the volume of activity, and postcolonial taboos concerning government-endorsed sex work all contributed to the problematic nature of regulating the prostitution industry during the Vietnam War.

The establishment and conflicted acceptance of military brothels by the French in Indochina is mirrored by the US-designed brothels in occupied Japan, Korea, and elsewhere in Asia during the 1940s and 1950s.97 The combination of colonial activity, fantasies about Asian women, and military forces allowed Americans in the 1960s to view the establishments as acceptable, even necessary. The legacy of the French in Vietnam forged American ideas about the country and its people. For the Americans, the official promotion of sexual encounters in Vietnam conversely created connotations associating Westerners with exploitation and colonialism, which ensnared them in a network of foreign relations problems compounded by war, culture, gender, and racial ideologies. While the stories of love, sex, and war from the French and American war eras appear to begin in the same way with eradication, their scope and outcomes differed significantly.

Early Eradication Efforts

In the wake of Vietnamese decolonization, many in Washington recognized the need to establish new allies in Southeast Asia. The Americans, however, lacked any substantive understanding of Vietnamese traditions and culture apart from what they learned from the colonialists and political exiles.98 Working with Diem, the United States sent academics and advisors to establish a civilian infrastructure through mutually beneficial nation-building programs.99 Diem needed allies and money, and the Americans wanted to maintain a foothold in Vietnam to stall communist expansion in the region. The politically contrasting nationalist ideologies of Diem’s counterparts in the North, in addition to Diem’s anticommunist attitudes and American support, stalled all efforts at reunification. Their alliance with Diem centered on precarious political and strategic goals on the surface, but the realities of collaboration placed Americans in close contact with local civilians. In some ways, proximity bred unity, but in others, cultural misunderstandings reflected broader weaknesses in the alliance.

Diem’s power in Vietnam derived largely from the stance he took against social and political corruption in 1955. Standing up to the notorious Binh Xuyen crime syndicate gave him the confidence to push aside the nominal emperor Bao Dai, who lived in Paris at the time, and take control over the South.100 Historians once viewed Diem’s grasp on power as tenuous at best, but scholars like Edward Miller have affirmed that the leader’s achievements resulted from a more calculated plan of action than previously understood. Rather, they grew out of considerable agency from within his administration. Through his efforts, Diem also helped guide the United States in its early decision making as the Americans increased their numbers in Vietnam.101 The Ngo family’s focus on corruption drew civilian life onto center stage. Stories of sex and intimacy captured the imagination of onlookers and raised the concern of advisors. The impact of the West’s presence in Saigon shaped the relationship with Diem’s administration for the subsequent decade and had a far greater influence on foreign relations and the war than has been previously acknowledged by scholars.

For the United States, many questions persisted over whether South Vietnam should keep Diem in power. What he may have lacked in holding on to the confidence of the Vietnamese people, however, he made up for in his willingness to keep Americans close. In 1954 Kenneth T. Young, the acting director of the Office of Philippine and Southeast Asian Affairs, stressed to General J. Lawton Collins, then serving as US special representative to Vietnam, that keeping Diem in power and making it look like a Vietnamese idea was the best plan they could forge moving forward. Retaining Diem as a mouthpiece and letting the Vietnamese phase in what they hoped would be more apt leadership on their own time seemed the only stable solution.102 This transition happened much more slowly than Americans anticipated, and Diem held power for close to a decade. Diem pushed his ideals onto the United States, creating struggles in the ability of the two sides to work together through their differing perspectives on the purpose and goals of nation-building projects in Vietnam.103 As the president focused on restructuring the South politically, his nominal first lady and sister-in-law, Madame Ngo Dinh Nhu, turned her attention to constructing a new society.

During Diem’s administration, he passed two long-lived and influential pieces of social legislation, the Family Laws and the Laws for the Protection of Morality. The policies altered societal behavior by focusing on the rights of women in society and perceived moral norms. With pressure from Madame Nhu, Diem enacted the morality-based laws in part to protect South Vietnam from negative external social influences. Diem feared the changes brought by Western cultural influences, particularly those from France.104 The Laws for the Protection of Morality banned practices from polygamy, abortion, and divorce to gambling and prostitution. Some southerners resisted, ignored, and resented the policies, especially those that impacted their source of income. Because of a lack of both public support and police enforcement, the administration’s attempts to restrict illicit social behaviors struggled to gain traction.

The laws reflected the Ngo family’s Catholic faith in many ways. As Peter Hansen has proved, though not entirely reliant on Diem, Catholics wielded considerable agency in South Vietnam. With 61.6 percent of Vietnamese Catholics living in the ecclesiastical provinces of Saigon and Hue, it benefited Diem to keep that population happy.105 Contemporary observers noted that Diem’s “religious zeal” impacted his political career through the policies he pursued and the people he surrounded himself with.106 Americans found themselves fascinated by Diem’s shared faith with President John F. Kennedy, which offered a link with the South Vietnamese leader, and plenty of fuel for conspiracy theories.107 While loyal to Diem into the early 1960s, Vietnamese Catholic leaders started to distance themselves from the South Vietnamese government later in the decade, according to Heather Stur. In aligning themselves with liberation theology, Catholics found themselves agreeing more with student protesters than with the leadership in Saigon.108

When the young Tran Le Xuan converted to Catholicism and married the far older Ngo Dinh Nhu, Diem’s brother, in 1943, it was not clear that the family would reach the heights it achieved in only a few short years, but Madame Nhu presented as a natural leader. The Kennedy administration observed and recognized the power she wielded within the government.109 What the United States did not anticipate, however, was how severely her social policies would influence the family’s interactions with civilians and their approach to the Vietnam War years later. Over time, Diem and his family lost their ability to maintain control over their support base, including Catholics, who found themselves divided by differences between their northern and southern heritages, and dissatisfied with the government’s efforts.110 This problem grew worse as the morality laws that Diem and Nhu instituted alienated much of the urbanizing southern population in and around Saigon.

Nhu’s behavior captured the imagination, and scorn, of many. Her arrival on the political scene as the de facto first lady of Vietnam placed her in marked contrast to her counterpart in the United States. First Lady Jacqueline Kennedy believed women should stay out of the political realm, but Nhu worked her way into the political world with little fear.111 Always pushed aside in her youth as the middle of three children, and the second daughter at that, the so-called Dragon Lady boldly participated in decision making in her adult years. Through marriage and a strong will, she created a voice for herself within the Diem administration.

Following the 1963 coup against her husband and brother-in-law, Nhu had little choice but to remove herself from public life. The laws she had encouraged over the previous half decade bred frustration out of their contradictory nature. Her first well-publicized effort, known as the 1959 Code of the Family, brought about new opportunities for women while at the same time trapping them in bad marriages.112 Her second major program, the 1962 Laws for the Protection of Morality, set out to restructure women’s role in society yet again, while turning already struggling bar girls and dancers into criminals.113 These originally civilian-based restrictions grew to have far greater consequences on South Vietnam’s political relationship with the United States than either government ever imagined.

Nhu challenged the Western perception that Vietnamese women were weak. Her actions as an outspoken female figure who forged policy within an administration known for paternalistic views on gender fed American suspicions about the potential threats presented by Asian women. She dressed in feminine clothing but had photos taken of her wielding guns, nurturing stereotypes that depicted Asian women as covertly dangerous. Nhu inspired more than just journalists with her persona. In a 1986 collection of his poetry, the African American poet Yusef Komunyakaa included “Le Xuan, Beautiful Spring,” referring to Nhu’s given name.114 The poem describes the contrast between Nhu’s role as a leader, her association with violence, and the sexualization of her body by observers.115 As the Diem administration worked to establish its authority, Nhu contributed a major element of the conversation. The scholar Laurence Goldstein has written that she “aroused suspicion everywhere” with her tendency to elicit controversy through offensive behavior targeting her opponents, notably in comments calling the self-immolation of Buddhist protesters “monk barbeques.”116 Goldstein offers a rather mild assessment of the overheated attention Nhu received from outsiders.

Diem and Nhu’s pro-Catholic and pro-morality agenda instantly sparked tension. Nhu used her position to promote causes that she felt could empower women by regulating vice, a move that proved unpopular since it added a layer of red tape to what foreigners viewed as entertainment, and what some Vietnamese saw as the only way to provide for their families. The popularity of prostitution immediately led to efforts to subvert the Diem family laws. The laws created a stark contrast from the French era. They banned prostitution but not interracial dating, though encounters rarely fell cleanly within the parameters of one or the other. Soldiers who funded apartments or showered girlfriends with expensive gifts blurred the distinction. In addition, foreigners’ respect for Vietnamese social and moral policies was limited at best. The morality rules, and methods for circumventing them, became the core of the American GI’s relationship with civilian women, and a root cause of tension between the governments of South Vietnam and the United States.

Nhu’s anti-vice regulations challenged the shift in societal norms taking place globally and were particularly at odds with the behavior of the growing number of Americans living and working in South Vietnam. In addition to the vices of prostitution and gambling, the laws also banned pornographic movies, beauty contests, sentimental songs, and even dancing.117 The ban on dancing was the most notorious of these regulations and was often mocked in the media. Nhu’s always colorful comments did little to calm the public’s, and the US military’s, concerns: she told the press that “dancing with death is sufficient” to occupy the minds of soldiers.118 To her, ordinary social activities seemed indecent, violating not only what she saw as traditional Vietnamese values but also her religious principles as a Catholic. The combination of these sensibilities left the first lady opposed to social behaviors she thought might lead to immoral conduct.

As Monique Demery has argued, unlike her husband and his brother, Nhu possessed a certain flair, a sense of theater, and a stomach for the fight that they did not.119 A 1963 political cartoon by Bill Mauldin depicts Nhu as a black widow spider precariously positioned in a web, with each of her eight legs holding onto a different line, controlling the “reins of government” in Vietnam.120 The image illustrates not only the vile and dangerous character that Westerners perceived her to embody but also her ability to manipulate multiple branches of the RVN government run by her brother-in-law. The ubiquitous photos of Nhu holding or firing handguns likewise presented an image of strength, which she projected onto the administration.121

Applying these personality traits to her political actions, Nhu stood steadfast against resistance to the value-driven laws she promoted. She pressured the administration to keep proposing them until they received enough votes to pass, regardless of their lack of popularity among the civilian population or the administration’s American counterpart. In particular, the regulations attracted the attention of the American press, which ran stories focused on the ban on dancing or Nhu’s appearance, which presented a lighter side to the escalating Vietnamese hostilities and the political corruption and nepotism surrounding the Diem regime.

Despite the popular mockery of Nhu’s policies, she found notable support from segments of the Vietnamese population. In part Nhu’s social influence came from her work with local women’s organizations, such as the Vietnamese Women’s Solidarity Movement, which gained a new voice alongside the influential first lady. Her association with these organizations and the passage of the 1959 Code of the Family provided women with pathways, however inconsistent in execution, to legally achieving equal rights with men at work or in the home.122 Nhu feared that the prospect of making fast money by associating with foreign men tempted struggling women into immoral choices. As head of the Vietnamese Women’s Solidarity Movement, Nhu warned members, “We cannot accept swells (rich people) humiliating our common prestige by seducing Vietnamese women into the path of decadence.”123 In this sense she was right. After a long war with the French that opened legal avenues into prostitution, the resulting sociopolitical turmoil in Vietnam drove young women into the cities to support their families financially. Westerners often provided a means to this end. They represented potential consumers of both legal and illicit goods and services. Yet few American advisors saw their interactions with civilians, especially young women, as having any possible impact on their work to reorganize South Vietnam into an independent democratic state.

Nhu considered the Americans a far greater threat than they considered themselves. She felt that by overturning social norms, they challenged those in power, namely, her family. She feared that when those who had once been rich and powerful had less opportunity than prostitutes and black market dealers, the corruption challenged her family’s ability to control society. In addition to these practical considerations, illicit relationships with Western men also challenged her strict Vietnamese and Catholic moral values. If women were to obtain any leverage in the new South Vietnam, she felt, it would be through involvement in politics and the promotion of women’s issues like the right to own property and control finances.

Nhu took her own role in the government very seriously. To promulgate an image of herself as powerful, she publicly referred to herself alongside prominent Vietnamese women from the past, including the warrior Trung sisters. In March 1962, at a ceremony in honor of the sisters, she spoke as the head and founder of the Vietnamese Women’s Solidarity Movement, addressing her remarks not only to the women present but also to government ministers and diplomatic guests. In the speech, she frankly criticized the American impact on Vietnamese society. More damning in the eyes of William Trueheart, an official at the US embassy, was her decision to challenge the Americans so publicly.124 Nhu wielded her influence over Diem to apply pressure on behalf of policies that promoted her interests and secured her place in Saigon. Her policies left a legacy and, until her husband’s and brother-in-law’s assassinations, kept her relevant to both the RVN and the Americans.125

The first prominent legislation Nhu worked to pass, the 1959 Code of the Family, legally restructured the traditional regulation of the Vietnamese household in an attempt to provide women with greater agency within marriage and more mobility within society. In her preamble to the code, Nhu reminded readers that according to the 1956 Constitution of the Republic of Vietnam, “all citizens, without distinction as to sex, are born with equal rights and duties and shall conduct themselves in their relations with each other in a spirit of love and cooperation,” and further, that the RVN “recognizes the family as the foundation of society.”126 Prior to the code’s being issued, she added, three separate pieces of colonial era legislation legally regulated family life.127 To revise and correct the sometimes contradictory marriage and kinship laws in association with the new constitution, Nhu had orchestrated the unified family-based code. It included four major components that either secured or restructured family life. These social policies eventually shaped the way Americans interacted with civilian women by abolishing polygamy, doing away with arranged marriage, eliminating divorce, and empowering women with new legal rights regarding property ownership.

The first chapter of the law was related to marriage as an institution. It abolished polygamy and eliminated the practice of arranging marriages, allowing individuals to choose a spouse on the basis of their own desires.128 The ban on polygamy failed to produce a strictly monogamous culture, as financial need proved a more powerful determinant regarding social behavior than Nhu’s morality laws. The law also did away with the legal right of families to dictate marriage, although new regulations could not eliminate cultural kinship practices.129 While official polygamy rates went down, the policy did not prevent married women from engaging with foreign soldiers and advisors by working as bar girls to supplement their family income while their husbands were away in military service. By the mid-1960s, most of the women working in bars identified themselves as married or involved in committed relationships outside work.130

The abolition of polygamy and arranged marriages left unwed women free to leave their families and move into the cities on their own, a marked change in social norms. Women who worked as bar girls supported this component of the law and the freedom it offered. In a 1967 study, only 16 percent of Vietnamese women said they would marry the person their parents selected for them.131 While a majority, 61 percent, felt that women should marry, 46 percent said that a woman should not marry a man she did not love.132 The liberalization of women’s marriage rights proved a double-edged sword for South Vietnam, legalizing a popular modern approach to relationships while contributing to the boom in unmarried women in the cities.

The second chapter of the code detailed the marriage property system, setting in place a practice similar to a prenuptial agreement that outlined each spouse’s legal rights regarding property.133 With the restructuring of property ownership within marriage, the law viewed women as the economic equals of men. While this law offered great potential for women, it failed to change immediately their stake in society, which was largely determined in the 1960s through the RVN’s alliance with Americans. United States service members often stereotyped Vietnamese citizens as inferior to themselves, with women’s role in society viewed as even lower than that of the men. Some Vietnamese women even failed to see themselves as equal to the men in their lives, many reporting in 1967 that they viewed men as having more professional abilities than themselves, likely a result of unequal education. Standing out among these data are the views of bar girls, who saw more potential for women to take up education and professional jobs if they so desired. All bar girls surveyed thought women should attend school, and most thought they should also attend university when possible. When asked which careers were most desirable for women, they named pharmacist and small business owner as their top choices.134

Nhu insisted on a stipulation in the code that labeled divorce an unethical practice, which actually worked against the interests of families. The third chapter, on legal separation, lays out rare specific instances in which the government could approve such a step. According to the first article, forbidding divorce, the code notes that the government put the law in place to “encourage the unity and cohesion of the family.”135 Nhu’s Catholicism likely influenced this portion of the law, but it also reflected her desire to maintain power, as it would keep her own marriage intact, whereas under the previous laws she feared that her husband might seek a divorce.136 These rules on marriage factored into the behavior of Vietnamese civilians during the war. As we have seen, women often remained married when their husbands were off fighting, even if they took jobs working as prostitutes.

As first lady, Nhu held far more power than her Western counterparts, and she struggled to keep her personal life together to maintain both her financial security and her political power.137 Her influence swayed the election in 1959 of a candidate she favored.138 In 1960 she demanded meetings with Edward Lansdale, a deputy to the US secretary of defense, to discuss her concerns over the United States’ role in Vietnam and its unwillingness to play by the Ngo family’s rules and even to defend her to the press.139 Through her keen ability to keep a finger on the pulse of the regime, not to mention her power to demand audiences with foreign diplomats, she ensured her value but gained a reputation as corrupt. Her actions grated against Vietnamese groups like the Can Lao opposition party, as well as American critics who distrusted a woman in power.140

Nhu likely took into consideration the experiences of her family members while shaping the laws. Notably, the final portion of the Code of the Family promoted the welfare of women in society by making “violation[s] of marriage obligations” illegal.141 The articles of the law emphasized that either spouse could be held accountable for adultery. Punishments ranged from three months to two years in prison, fines ranging from 1,000 to 100,000 piasters, or a combination of the two.142 Repeat offenders could even face “local banishment.” In one of her most telling additions to the law, Article 71 declares that “publications in the press concerning adultery cases are strictly forbidden.” By making the discussion of adultery illegal in the press, Nhu ensured that cases such as that of her sister, who flaunted an affair, could not be widely publicized and used as a political weapon against the family. The law even allowed spouses to determine if their partners had engaged in “too free” relations with a member of the opposite sex, giving them the right to prevent future interactions or demand that a fine be levied.143

In conjunction with the fourth and final chapter on marriage obligations, the code “strictly prohibited” concubinage.144 Like the first three chapters of the law, this legislation worked to discourage immoral behavior either within or outside marriage in the form of extramarital sexual relations, divorce and remarriage, or premarital sex. It was this portion of the law that strained the US-RVN relationship during escalation, as few advisors or GIs sought to marry local women during their tour in Vietnam. Responding to the desires of its allies, South Vietnam later created a new category of laws that allowed for cohabitation between American GIs and Vietnamese women as a work-around for the anti-concubine legislation.145 The remainder of the code referred to rights regarding children and adoption, a topic complicated by the soaring numbers of interracial orphans during the Vietnam War. The code ends with the general provision, Article 135, that “all provisions contrary to this law are abrogated.”146 In this way Nhu ensured that the contradictory laws governing family life during the colonial era would no longer dictate social relations in South Vietnam.

Nhu, no stranger to bad press, received considerable criticism for her role in guiding the policy. Her intention to work with and for Vietnamese women conflicted with the growing number of women who were turning to work as dancers, bar girls, or prostitutes. Her policies resulted in the prosecution of many struggling women who engaged in clandestine acts to survive. Western newspapers criticized the harsh restrictions as “puritanical.”147 The press lambasted Nhu for everything from her influence over Diem to the hypocrisy many associated with her personal interest in Western style and fashion.148 As with many female public figures, sexist journalists and critics regularly commented on Nhu’s appearance and used her choice of clothing as a weapon against her in the press. One reporter wrote about her “discreet but eye-pleasing low neckline.”149 Preying on her interest in fashion, reporters attacked her lavish spending and the stark contrast between her clothing and her conservative social policies.

Following the Code of the Family, the later Laws for the Protection of Morality used vague language to ban what the US Department of the Army translated as “voluptuous activities” in Nhu’s continued effort to enforce morality restrictions on southern social relations.150 The laws needed support in the National Assembly and from Diem, however, to take hold. The drafts spent months moving back and forth between offices, beginning in December 1961, until their final passage in May 1962. According to contemporary reports, South Vietnamese politicians feared that the redundant and difficult-to-enforce laws would alienate significant portions of the population rather than bring the nation together in a united fight against pro-communist forces.151 At the same time, Americans in both the army and the press corps framed the bans on everything from sex work to dancing, abortion, and divorce as attacks on progressive civilian culture, and Nhu as the “Dragon Lady” leading the vanguard.

The anti-dance, prostitution, and contraception sections of the laws spurred considerable animosity and amusement among American observers. The army speculated that the executive decrees sought to stabilize the nation “as a means of controlling the people and resources and preserving order in the state.”152 The Detroit News took a more personal approach, calling Nhu an “unusual woman politician” who disliked it when the foreign press referred to her as a “tigress.”153 Her comments at press conferences regarding the legislation did little to ease the external pressure on her behavior. When she was confronted about the potentially harmful effects the restrictions would have on “dance-hall girls,” the New York Times interpreted her response as “Hunger would oblige them to mend their ways and perhaps take up nursing or teaching.”154 In the face of criticism, Nhu doubled down, insisting that “the problem is not so much how to find work for the taxi dancers, but how to starve them.” She viewed their decision to enter illicit industries as the result of laziness rather than systemic poverty and lack of educational opportunities. She reportedly told listeners, “Only starvation can steer them into jobs that require hard work. We need nurses badly, for we now have more than 1,000 casualties weekly. We build many schools, but there is a great shortage of teachers.” She insisted that dancing in public promoted promiscuity, which she assured her listeners was something “Asian people are not used to.”155 She even hoped the laws might rub off on Saigon’s allies and encourage American diplomats and soldiers to lead more austere lives. Continued resistance from both South Vietnamese and Americans, however, made enforcement increasingly difficult.

Nhu’s outspoken opposition to immorality, and her position within the Diem government enabling her to press for action, frustrated the Americans. In archives, her bleak relationship with the American press constitutes the bulk of the records kept on Nhu by Western advisors, including the Michigan State University Vietnam Advisory Group, which worked closely with Diem. The US media distrusted her influence over him, claiming she “condemned ‘pseudo-liberalism’ and ‘certain elements in the West’ ” while working to undermine her brother-in-law and, through him, Vietnamese sovereignty.156 In relation to her morality programs, Nhu pointed directly to Americans as the cause of social decline in the country. Dancing had a place in private life, she assured her audience, but did not belong in public, given the negative influence of foreigners.157 Nhu’s favored laws and her public persona challenged the growing American presence as a threat to Vietnam’s social and moral integrity. As the war progressed, concerns grew more rampant, and more real, but the Ngo family fell from power before the largest influx of Americans took place.

Prior to the coup that removed him from power, Diem invited hundreds of US advisors to aid in the development of a modernized police and administrative infrastructure for the new Republic of Vietnam. The advisors, primarily from Michigan State University, recognized and developed plans to manage the threats to the young government posed by vice and corruption, taking South Vietnam into a new era. Over time, however, the impact of rising numbers of Americans in South Vietnam compounded social problems and strained foreign relations in ways their program could not account for.

The increased demand for prostitution from foreign visitors in the 1950s brought the issue of intercultural sexual intimacy back into the mainstream in Vietnam. During the height of the colonial period, as shown in Vu Trong Phung’s histories of prostitution in Hanoi in the 1930s, administrators across Indochina struggled over how to control such an unwieldy industry, in which medical checks did not work and demand never seemed to wane.158 Colonial bureaucrats, subsequent Vietnamese leaders, and American advisors portrayed the sex industry as a social evil but recognized the potential to profit off its popularity.

Historically, the Orientalist perceptions of an eroticized East created expectations among Western men about the sexual prowess and sensual nature of the women they might encounter in Vietnam.159 Like the trend that continued long after, the conflict between threats to the social and moral health of the Vietnamese people on the one hand and the desire of foreigners to indulge their fantasies of Eastern sensuality on the other gave rise to a dialog over how to handle the issue. In the West, women gradually fought for and earned new rights during the third-wave feminist and civil rights movements, but this change came much more slowly to a Vietnam disrupted by war. Many women did take up arms and fought for Vietnam on battlefields and across diplomatic tables, but rarely did their actions shape American ideas of Asian women more broadly. Instead, sexist and racist presumptions from the French colonial era had a far greater impact. Financial necessity and limited opportunity led many young women and girls to work in bars and brothels, providing fuel for Western fantasies. As the Diem administration dug in its heels and sought to forge a new Vietnam in the South, its association with the West and its treatment of sexuality stirred up significant animosity.

By the time the Vietnam War escalated in 1965, decades of colonial governance and Western influence had crafted a difficult social situation on the ground in Vietnam. An industrialized and regulated brothel culture during the First Indochina War contributed to Vietnamese perceptions of Western men and the suspicion of moral weakness in those who worked with them. The Code of the Family and the Laws for the Protection of Morality enacted under the Diem administration shaped social relations and made most of the relationships engaged in during wartime, like prostitution and forms of cohabitation, illegal. In the wake of the 1954 division of Vietnam at the seventeenth parallel, the increased numbers of US advisors who arrived at the invitation of Diem aided in the establishment of the new government and its law enforcement. Scholars and diplomats joined the young government in establishing the infrastructure designed in part to uphold laws that later frustrated foreign soldiers.

Presidents Eisenhower and Kennedy dedicated American support to keeping communism out of the region. This was their main priority in Vietnam during the First Indochina War and the early postcolonial era. By 1963, the US government no longer trusted Diem to safeguard its interests and did nothing to prevent the military coup in November of that year which resulted in his assassination. Despite the restructuring of the government, new national and city officials continued to uphold the morality laws, keeping prostitution illegal during the Vietnam War. When the war escalated, the strict social laws and policing efforts partially designed by Americans worked against the belief of the US military that seeking sex for the sake of morale was a natural part of warfare.

The steep increase in prostitution in Vietnamese cities occurred as a result of the increase in the number of American clients. The demand interacted with factors including inflation, poverty, urban overcrowding, and a lack of opportunity. Like the French before them, American servicemen proved eager buyers of sex services. The contradiction between Western notions of Southeast Asians as an erotically desirable and sensual people on the one hand and, on the other, the Foreign Service’s collaboration with a socially conservative young government in order to uphold US political and security interests in the region left Americans subject to laws they had helped implement. The diverging views on social relations, rooted in colonial cultural representations, created significant obstacles for US-RVN foreign relations from the days of escalation to long after the war ended.






Chapter 2

Morale, Morality, and the “American Brothel”

As the United States committed increasing resources to the expanding Cold War in the 1950s, it struggled to identify and justify its role in Southeast Asia. Diplomats and advisors debated whether they should take on a more direct leadership role in Vietnam but dreaded the costs. With the funds the United States had already pumped into Indochina, however, they questioned whether it could afford to abandon its investment. After Diem and Ho Chi Minh, the charismatic North Vietnamese leader, failed to schedule reunification elections in 1956, Vietnam remained divided. Seeing the popularity of Ho, the United States feared that the South would succumb to communist takeover. Meanwhile, as more Americans arrived in Southeast Asia, more men ventured into bars and brothels against the wishes of the local government, setting up an international conflict.

In the decade after Diem’s ascendance, Americans overtook urban economies and laid the groundwork for political disputes over sexual behaviors that would shape the trajectory of the social and cultural wars in Vietnam. Concerns ranged widely from troop movements and political coups to fashion and the birth of the Vietnamese hippie movement. The long-term, large-scale American presence in Vietnam led to a resurgence of Western cultural influence. Black market trade in everything from prostitution to air conditioners and Coca-Cola linked the nations. Americans debated sexual encounters along with the war’s legality, politics, and economic influence. State-led and personal resistance did little to slow the changes as escalation engulfed South Vietnam. From 1955 until 1969, the political discourse over sex in Vietnam was characterized by American resistance to acknowledging the scope and severity of the prostitution industry on the one hand and the inability of the Vietnamese to enact effective policies to combat it on the other. Observers rarely discussed other types of personal relationships. Popular culture and Western ideas concerning proper social and sexual behavior intertwined with the war and became a foreign relations concern.

President Kennedy’s 1961 order sending additional nation-building advisors to Vietnam triggered a slow increase until the 1963 military coup and assassination of Diem further destabilized the region.1 American ground forces in Vietnam expanded to 23,300 by the end of 1964, marking an increase of roughly 7,000 men that year. The escalation following the contested Gulf of Tonkin incident that fall dwarfed these numbers.2 Within one year, the number of US service members in Vietnam reached 184,300. By October 1965, Vietnamese prime minister Nguyen Cao Ky was expressing concern over the growing black market and pushed for the relocation of American troop barracks outside the cities.3 The Americans eventually acquiesced and moved out of Saigon, responding to social, security, and economic concerns.

The media published polarizing views on the subject. The American press often portrayed sex workers as a harmless diversion from an otherwise difficult conflict, reporting, for example, that prostitutes in miniskirts added “brilliant splashes of color to the drab, war-tinted thoroughfares.”4 Vietnamese newspapers of the same era reported on brothel raids and the theft, violence, corruption, and infiltration of Western culture into Vietnamese society associated with prostitution. Both nations understood that demand dictated the opportunities for women in urban spaces. The perception of the industry as harmless by Americans and as a risk to traditional life by some Vietnamese positioned women at a critical nexus where social and cultural exchange played a direct role in the ability of the two countries to work together. One nation’s need for morale building, which it saw satisfied by free and easy access to sex, faced off against the other’s proclaimed beliefs in a society anchored by strict moral values, as well as the desire to push back against an assertive ally.

The war took place amid a myriad of social and sexual upheavals worldwide. Faced with the creation of a new government infrastructure that would support his nation’s needs both politically and socially, Diem reached out to the political science and criminal justice faculty at Michigan State University (MSU), where he had worked while in exile. The team provided guidance on everything from the organization of administrative offices to the structure and regulation of the police force. The global sexual revolution of the long 1960s framed the ideologies of the Michigan State Advisory Group in shaping Diem’s anti-vice laws. Burgeoning civil rights movements, second-wave feminism, Cold War nuclear fears, the rise of the developing world, the spread of communism, and generational conflict manifested in debates over sexuality. Who slept with whom, and under what (marital) circumstances, formed a point of contention. As part of molding his “Great Society,” President Johnson supported birth control as a method for helping poor urban populations, and by 1965 the United States legalized the use of birth control pills for married couples. In roughly five years, the number of women taking “the pill” in the United States rose from half a million to over 6.5 million.5 By the time prostitution in Vietnam became front-page news back home, Americans were well acquainted with changing norms regarding sexual behavior, as they watched Congress struggle over whether and how to regulate sexuality.

The rise of brothel culture in South Vietnam came to epitomize service member–civilian relations. American resistance to participating in political discourse over sexual encounters allowed the industry to expand exponentially across South Vietnam, frustrating America’s ally. The congressional response to the problem of sex and the Vietnam War illustrates how the US government reacted to, or rather attempted to ignore, social policies. During the 1966 Senate Foreign Relations Committee hearings on Vietnam, committee chairman J. William Fulbright brought the idea of Saigon as an “American brothel” to the domestic public for the first time. The administration publicly pushed the issue aside as a non-priority, allowing the vice industry to grow unwieldy during the Johnson years. This in part derived from the United States’ failure to understand Vietnamese principles regarding sex and kinship, as well as from Diem’s Catholicism and the inability of the Americans to foresee that the war would evolve into a protracted conflict. These misunderstandings only added to an increasingly strained and distrustful relationship between the United States and the RVN.

Policing Vice in Saigon

When Diem secured power in the South, he knew he needed outside assistance to maintain that power. He called on an old friend, Professor Wesley Fishel from MSU, to help stabilize the RVN. Fishel had hired Diem as a government research consultant while he was exiled in the United States in 1951 and saw the young leader as a beacon of hope for the war-torn country.6 Diem called on his former colleagues to aid in outlining the new government. In 1955 a small number of faculty developed the MSU Vietnam Advisory Group, obtained the necessary permissions, and headed to Saigon.7

The MSU Vietnam Advisory Group’s contract with the RVN specified significant responsibilities for a foreign team to undertake. They included “establishing and operating a comprehensive research and reference program in the problems of government in Vietnam” to provide guidance on topics ranging from training police forces to the role and methods used by the president.8 In their effort to organize and stabilize the government, the MSU group engaged in dialog with Vietnamese politicians and explored issues related to Vietnamese culture. Their focus on civilian life marked a sharp contrast to the priorities of the French, who cared little for maintaining local values, but the studies did not do much to change the impact Americans would have on the region in the coming years. The MSU group hoped their research into Vietnamese life would help the leaders make more realistic policy changes. French perceptions of Vietnamese sexual behavior and cultural norms regarding gender, however, had lasting effects on outsiders’ views of Vietnam. Despite attempts to broaden Western understanding, colonial representations prevailed over the academic studies.

Diem asked the group to develop strategies to control expanding vice networks to restore what he saw as traditional order in the South and centralize power around his office. To achieve his goals, Diem pointed to internal threats. Ralph Turner, professor of criminalistics, along with Fishel, a professor of political science, engaged in extensive research on Vietnamese traditions. Cultural views toward women lingering from the colonial era concerned Turner and his staff, pointing to larger problems in reshaping not only how corruption functioned in Vietnam but also how Westerners engaged with Vietnamese people.

Part of Turner and Fishel’s research involved assessing the foreign sex trade industry which flourished in Vietnam prior to the passage of Diem’s 1959 Code of the Family and the Laws for the Protection of Morality in 1962. Their research turned up an advertisement for a Saigon “Girl of the Week Club,” an escort service for Western men that allowed officers to indulge in the city’s erotic nightlife without needing to enter a brothel. The flyer for this service, “Sex by Subscription,” illustrates the ubiquity of vice culture and sheds light on the sexual perceptions and expectations of officials working in Southeast Asia.9 How to change the vice culture, and thus change the way Western men interacted with local women, eluded Vietnam throughout its alliance with the United States.

The MSU Vietnam Advisory Group encouraged Foreign Service officers to bring their wives to Saigon. Venturing out to illicit brothels would become less respectable if men had family to return to each night.10 Briefing materials estimated that a quarter of a million American wives lived with their Foreign Service husbands abroad, and described their role as vital to the opertation of the “government, business firms, churches, and foundations.”11 Further emphasizing the importance of cultural influences, including literature, group leaders encouraged wives to travel to Southeast Asia to overcome the images portrayed in works like Greene’s The Quiet American or William Lederer and Eugene Burdick’s The Ugly American (1958). Both novels painted American interests in a negative light and depicted American men in close relationships with Vietnamese women.

The MSU group kept a copy of Harlan Cleveland’s 1959 Harper’s magazine article “The Pretty Americans (How Wives Behave Overseas)” in their files. The piece reinforced gender norms for women’s roles in the Foreign Service. Cleveland argued that wives traveling to the decolonizing world were not merely welcome but necessary. Bringing families enabled officials and advisors to manage their day-to-day lives, avoid entanglements with local women, and conduct their work in a way that the US government and public would approve of. He instructed wives to be “good will ambassadors,” and told husbands not to worry, as their wives would adjust quickly to “their abundance of servants and little else.”12 The tongue-in-cheek attitude of the article brought levity to a situation in which women with comfortable suburban lives were preparing for a world with few luxuries. Illustrations accompanying the article presented mothers as capable warriors, kneeling protectively over their children, swatting mosquitos out of the air in an action that mirrored the woman’s role in Southeast Asia of protecting her husband from perceived threats against the American nuclear family.

Still, the influx of wives failed to stop prostitution. The “Sex by Subscription” brochure advised husbands, with racist innuendo, that “they must be discreet” if they bring their wives, because “scandal has wrecked more homes and careers in Foreign Service than you can shake a chopstick at.”13 The advertisement targeted married men, warning that they could not enjoy the “thousands of slender ‘Annamites’ ” in the same open manner as the “bachelor soldier or clerk” working in Saigon. The service promised that it could deliver women to hotels or private apartments at a desired time on a subscription basis. The advertisement credited the “canny French colonialists” who had learned their way around the sex trade for making the program possible. For about $15 US, the service would send three different women over the course of a week.14 The program offered both fantasy and convenience.

To ease the mind of the subscriber, “Sex by Subscription” walked potential clients through their forthcoming encounter with the woman they might hire. She would arrive dressed in a way meant to avoid intimidating the man. As part of her paid service, she would help him through the awkward first moments of contact. The advertisement assured the reader that the woman, after all, was a professional. After “siesta time” was over, the flyer advised the client to call his wife and casually inform her of the official luncheon he had attended. The service could meet the perceived sexual needs of a Foreign Service official with the utmost ease and discretion.

The depiction of civilian women as sex objects in the advertisement indicates the language deemed acceptable for Foreign Service officials at the time. “Sex by Subscription” refers to women as “dolls” who arrive “dressed in European clothes” to make them appear more accessible to their clients. In much the same way that interwar colonial exposition organizers used Josephine Baker to serve as a bridge between Indochina and the West, the flyer marketed prostitutes as an exotic fantasy, but not overly so. The advertisement described ethnic differences among Southeast Asian women not to correct a uniform eroticized Asian stereotype but rather in dehumanizing language that treated different national backgrounds as sexualized traits. It defined each ethnicity with characteristics the founders of the service hoped might make the women attractive to Western men. It portrayed Annamites as slender, Cambodians as voluptuous, and Laotians as sensual.15 While these distinctions reveal little about the actual nature of Southeast Asian women, they say quite a bit about how foreign advisors viewed them. Prostitution may have been hidden from wives and families, but it was an omnipresent element of society for Western men living and working in South Vietnam.

As a member of MSU’s Vietnam Advisory Group, Ralph Turner facilitated the establishment of public administration offices including police administration. Beginning in 1955, the university sent American specialists to work alongside Vietnamese personnel for “in-service training, consultation, academic instruction, and research.”16 Diem’s administration listed American aid control as the primary responsibility for police administration officials, but their services helped design and establish South Vietnamese police forces in and around Saigon. While the MSU group employed a small staff in Saigon, expanding to fifty-one by 1957, they shaped daily life through the establishment and training of the South Vietnamese police forces.

Intercultural interactions with the West had long impacted Vietnamese society, but with the exit of the French and a young government balancing on uneasy footing, the possibilities for change seemed more palpable.17 Through his firm handling of corruption, Diem established dominance but recognized that it could not last without a powerful infrastructure. During the same period when he invited the MSU group, he worked to eliminate the Binh Xuyen crime syndicate from its position of control at the head of the police and security agency.18 Furthermore, Diem established what Jessica Chapman has called a “culture of fear” as he used violence to eliminate “seedling parties” that threatened his leadership.19

Social and moral legislation designed to strengthen traditional social structures, limit corruption, and weed out vice only drove the problem underground and made eradication more elusive. In a series of talks, Carl Rumpf from MSU spoke with locals at the Civil Guard Academy near Vung Tau, a popular resort area known for vice. Gambling and prostitution, Rumpf argued, “greatly increases the task of policing.”20 Not all gambling was illegal. Citizens participated in legalized forms of horse racing and the national lottery, but types of gambling varied from place to place, creating struggles to differentiate one kind from another. The government maintained that “communities in which gambling flourishes attract criminals,” putting it on a par with prostitution as a threat.21 Despite the social problems caused by gambling, it at least had fewer physical repercussions than prostitution, like venereal disease.22 Regardless of the known risk of corruption through bribes and influence peddling, the high profits continued to tempt proprietors, reinforcing the need for policing.23 The MSU group recruited and trained Vietnamese citizens, hiring police and former tax collectors, known for settling debts, for a vice squad to grapple with social concerns.24 In the dedicated vice crimes division, the officers collected intelligence, tracked potential violators, and worked undercover with informants. Focusing on the head of vice organizations, they hoped to avoid the cyclical process of arresting “expendable” employees, which failed to solve the problem.25

To monitor prostitution, the MSU group stressed that leadership needed to be aware of the potential for corruption within police ranks. They recommended hiring small units that reported directly to the chief of police, a tactic some American departments used to curb similar problems. Rumpf warned that “mayors, councilmen, and high police officials” might get caught up in the industry, creating more hurdles to the joint efforts to control gambling and prostitution.26 The small units would consist of plainclothes male officers, and female officers in a limited role, working undercover to gather evidence and relieve paid informants.27 To protect officers, Rumpf directed the agency to transfer them regularly so as to avoid notoriety in dens, bars, or brothels. He also shared the concerns of the Vietnamese about licensing prostitution. He referenced failed American World War II programs focused on tracking medical records for working girls, which promoted separation and prophylactic stations.28 Two decades later, the debate looked much the same. Disease and corruption had increased in tandem with the American presence. MSU’s influence faded as the federal government escalated the war, but the group’s role in shaping South Vietnam’s early response to vice foreshadowed problems that persisted throughout the war.

Escalation

The legacy of Diem and Madame Nhu’s morality laws far outlasted their control over South Vietnam. The November 1963 assassination of Diem and his brother led to Nhu’s exile and a crisis of leadership. In Washington, the post-coup volatility coupled with President Kennedy’s assassination only weeks later put American goals in Vietnam at risk. Three Vietnamese military leaders took power in quick succession following the coup, but none could control the political instability until General Nguyen Van Thieu took the reins of the National Leadership Committee in 1965.29 These uncertain circumstances placed Lyndon Johnson and his advisors on the path to choosing war in 1964.30 Their decision began a transition from advisors to soldiers. As the South veered toward conflict with the North, its morality laws bred conflict with the South’s allies. Many of the laws served as a rejection of Westernized culture associated with colonialism while endorsing the beliefs of the majority population of Vietnamese Catholics who had relocated to the South during the division of Vietnam.31

With their history as advisors to the French, US officials failed to foresee how firmly the Vietnamese leadership would push back against prostitution. Volatility in the countryside caused civilians, predominantly young women, to move to cities seeking physical and financial security. At the same time, the numbers of American forces swelled to nearly eight times their previous size between December 1964 and December 1965.32 Their visibility was especially notable since the US military also preferred the safety and logistical advantages of urban spaces over jungle terrain. Americans built bases in cities, including Saigon, Da Nang, Pleiku, and Vung Tau.33 Bars and massage parlors targeting service members flourished, and their advertisements littered English-language newspapers and travel guides. Most deployments passed through Saigon, as field soldiers also cycled through on temporary leave or on their way in and out of the country. Prior to the 1968 Tet Offensive, few attacks occurred in cities. Confrontations at American establishments were not completely unknown, however. By late 1965, hotel and bar violence from brawls to bombings resulted in disruptions and casualties that put Saigon officials on alert.34 The increasing population of Americans and concurrent inflation destabilized the economy, but some found ways to profit off GIs flaunting expendable income. Saigon represented the first major settlement of American forces and served as the location where political, economic, and social changes took root.

Locally, the rapid turnover of post-Diem governments stopped when General Thieu and Air Vice Marshal Nguyen Cao Ky took control of the military junta in 1965. They won a highly contested election in 1967, establishing Thieu as president, an office he would hold through the end of the war.35 As Mark Atwood Lawrence argues, however, the 1965 ascension of two figures with no previous political experience convinced the United States of the RVN’s instability and motivated increased deployments.36 During these years of transition, city-level officials were left to struggle with vice as military disagreements between Thieu, Ky, and the United States pulled the focus away from social welfare issues.37

Johnson’s landslide presidential election victory in 1964 and the Gulf of Tonkin incident put him in position to pursue far more aggressive Cold War policies.38 By the end of 1965, the United States deployed 190,000 troops to Vietnam. The number soared to 400,000 by the end of 1966 and continued to rise.39 This abstract timeline of American escalation shows the steep influx of troops but ignores their impact on society. In addition to the military lens, viewing the war from the perspective of non-state actors illuminates the tangible effects of deployed service members and their interactions with civilians, providing a better understanding of what the governments and militaries were responding to with their policies. Because of American escalation, the social climate in South Vietnamese cities changed dramatically to cater to the needs and desires of US service members.

The demand for sex resulted in a dynamic prostitution culture, built on Western expectations about Asian women and the accessibility of their bodies to foreigners derived from the observations of French colonizers and the United States’ prior experiences as a colonizer or occupier. In addition, changing global views toward sexual and social behavior encouraged an increasingly open dialog regarding sexuality. Money flowed into cities, inflated economies, upset communities, and set the stage for disputes over sexual and social policies. The negative effects provided ammunition for opposition propaganda. As a communist leaflet dropped in Saigon described it, the “American presence is synonymous with aggression, terrorism, arson, pilferage, outrage, widespread inflation, developing prostitution and a harder life for people in the cities.… Elephants are being brought in to trample on the family tomb.”40 The United States’ presence quickly altered large areas of Vietnamese life.

From viewpoints ingrained in military training to what they saw on the streets of Saigon, service members’ attitudes derived from both their initial expectations and the realities of war. GIs stationed near cities experienced daily contact with civilians competing to sell goods or services that ranged from washing laundry to sex. Servicemen wanted prostitutes for the experience itself and to disconnect from life at war. Responding to demand, Vietnamese women and procurers flooded the market. Back home, servicemen’s behavior provided news editors with sensational human interest stories. As more Americans landed in Vietnam and purchased prohibited sex, carnal encounters between the two populations increasingly threatened the US-RVN political and military alliance, put civilians at risk, and ultimately changed the way all sides fought and remembered the war.41

American cultural conceptions of Vietnam contributed to social disagreements. Military training embedded ideologies of dominance and the compartmentalizing of trauma in the minds of service members. In general, soldiers in a war zone need to be able to kill enemy forces and complete assigned tasks without hesitation. To achieve this, the military leadership designed training programs to prepare service members to follow orders, believe in the necessity of their actions, react quickly on their feet, and sharpen their physical abilities.42 Patriarchal themes in Vietnam-era military training ingrained a belief in American supremacy and dominance.43 The military encouraged a masculine culture prominent in Cold War politics more generally, for example, by adopting feminized representations of Ho Chi Minh.44 Johnson and many of his advisors viewed Vietnam as a nation that needed to be rescued from the evils of communism, with a population of sensual women and weak men.45 The well-worn stories of Johnson’s phallic confidence and his desire to emasculate Ho Chi Minh, someone who mindfully projected an asexual uncle image, exemplify some of the more overt promotions of masculinity during the war.46

The focus on Johnson, however, ignores the larger importance of gender in determining the trajectory of Cold War policy established in the historiography. Robert Dean and Kyle Cuordileone in their respective studies have illustrated how cultures of masculinity dictated interactions and shaped decision making.47 As scholars increasingly acknowledge the role of gender in war making, they are only beginning to examine the impact of sexuality. During the Vietnam War, open sexuality lost much of its shock value in the United States as the nation entered the liberated era of the late 1960s. It shocked even fewer in the Foreign Service, who promoted sex as a perk. Many still abstained, to be sure, but available women provided a welcome distraction to men heading off to war. Illustrating the acceptability of prostitution in the minds of the American military leadership, Major Bill Arthur wrote to reassure his replacement, Colonel Paul W. Child Jr., in 1969 that he was confident Child could make “anyplace fairly livable” but encouraged him to “find booze and women” to ease the transition.48

The military had long accepted the belief that soldiers away from home would engage in affairs with civilians.49 Basic training even prepared soldiers for the encounters. Kyle Longley argues that for ordinary combat soldiers, drill instructors promoted a hyper-masculine culture anchored in heterosexuality through the common use of sexualized language; thus officers called new, untrained recruits “girls,” “ladies,” or “pussies.” They inculcated ideologies of perceived dominance over women, or other men outside their brotherhood.50 The cult of masculinity prepared men not only to fight and kill but also to compartmentalize their war experiences. The civilians they would encounter in Vietnam, they were taught, were weak, in need of masculine protection, and feminine overall. This enfeeblement partially contributed to the scale of the sex industry in South Vietnam and the behavior of its patrons. Expectations, boredom, excess money, peer pressure, and dehumanization all represent critical factors in the expansion of the sex trade.

Drill instructors berated those who performed poorly in boot camp by questioning their sexuality or their attachments to home. In his memoir, veteran John Ketwig recalled how instructors used sex to isolate the men and then rebuild them into their new military identity. For example, instructors would tell recruits to forget their girlfriends back home, who were already sleeping with their best friends.51 Shifting their focus away from home encouraged GIs to concentrate on the war that waited for them. Reflecting on the experiences of gay servicemen during the war, Dr. Robert Rankin described sailors who attempted suicide over mistreatment or guilt related to their sexuality.52 For others, deliberately hiding their sexual orientation and remaining silent was the only way to avoid ridicule from their peers and even discharge.53

From the colonial period to the American war in Vietnam, popular culture created an expectation that exotic Asian women awaited Western men. Madame Nhu’s bans on lewd activities including dancing, prostitution, and adultery placed newly forged relationships with civilian women under scrutiny.54 The open sexual exchange seen in other US war and postwar environments in France, Japan, the Philippines, and Korea took on a different character in Vietnam. Political and social corruption together with larger structural and military problems resulted in the development of an illicit sex industry. The increasing numbers of foreign soldiers, primarily Americans, elevated the demand for prostitution at the same time the expanding war limited other opportunities for young women and drove them into the cities for safety.

By 1967, the US deputy for pacification in Vietnam, Robert Komer, estimated that more than one-third of the South Vietnamese population lived in urban areas.55 The population of Saigon had increased 35 percent during the war. Saigon’s size and position as a US and RVN stronghold contributed to its population boom of mostly young women. Women did not face conscription into the military like men, and many elders chose to remain on ancestral lands, leaving young women to head to the cities in search of employment.56 Hoang Loc, an RVN air force officer and poet, evokes the fear he felt when his former lover was evacuated from Hoi An, a historic coastal city south of Da Nang. In “On Getting the News of My Old Lover’s Evacuation from Hoi An,” he begins:


Do you feel pity for the town?

Did you hesitate to leave it that day?

How many shells did the enemy fire last night?


Loc builds on the urgency of the residents’ plight throughout the poem but ends with the grief that both soldiers and civilians feel when forced to abandon their homes:


Hoi An: an image of first love

Oh, darling—both of us drift

Who knows if we could hear ourselves again?57


Loc’s writings, and poems by other Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) soldiers, emphasize the distance Vietnamese citizens felt from their homes because of the war.

Most of the peasants entering the cities, Komer’s report claimed, came from “the lowest income categories.”58 Less than two years into the war, population shifts had altered community dynamics enough to threaten public outreach programs by associating American service members with social corruption. Komer’s report, addressed to Secretary for Housing and Urban Development Robert Weaver, recognized that the Americans had designed pacification and military efforts to focus on the countryside, not the cities. Thus, urban areas “lagged far behind” and needed immediate attention. He appealed to Weaver to find an approach that would address social problems and not simply engineering ones.59 The American military’s focus on infrastructure and rebuilding alone failed to come to terms with the issues that threatened to destabilize Vietnamese cities.

Urban development in South Vietnam was directly linked to the rise of intercultural intimate encounters and the ensuing foreign policy concerns. Refugees relocated for security, infrastructure, and steady employment. An observer and advisor in Saigon, John H. Nixon, urged the US mission on pacification efforts that if they hoped to win the “hearts and minds” of the Vietnamese public, they needed to provide material support to the RVN.60 He argued that community engagement was the only option for establishing long-term stabilization and popular support. Housing projects, traffic, and storm drainage ranked high in priority for maintaining peace in the cities. His suggestions addressed preexisting issues as well as new ones like inflation and vehicle accidents. Americans needed to show they supported South Vietnam as a nation and were not simply using it to accomplish military and ideological foreign policy goals. The economy of prostitution, however, quickly overwhelmed cities, overshadowing these other urban problems.

The GI Economy

During the period of escalation, neighborhood bar girls serving food or pushing drinks became a regular sight across Saigon. Some women unofficially worked as prostitutes, using the title “bar girl” as a euphemism to avoid arrest, while others simply worked as hostesses without the intent to engage in sexual exchange with customers. With most men forced to fight in the war, women and children had more opportunities to work than before, but the rapid population growth and economic instability still meant more workers than jobs. Working as a bar girl, particularly one willing to act as a prostitute, meant higher wages with less education. The high demand for sex work, however, led to an imbalance of power that left women and girls vulnerable to abuse.

Opportunities to profit off the American presence extended beyond bars and brothels. Skilled laborers benefited from the presence of service members who also acted as tourists. Luxury items such as embroidery and silks brought in large revenues.61 English-language newspapers advertised souvenirs and cars with special payment options and shipping to the United States.62 Companies capitalized on the paychecks, youth, and impulses of troops. Black market activities increased and contributed to inflation. Sellers accessed imported items sold at the post exchanges through American contacts or theft, which placed them at an advantage over merchants who sold domestic goods. While all prices increased during the war, rare items generated considerably higher profits. By 1966, black market sugar and flowers already earned ten to twenty times more money for sellers than they were making off local items two years prior. Overall daily earnings increased drastically from roughly $10 to $50 VN on standard goods in 1964 with black-market items reaching $100 to $200 VN or higher by 1966.63

Sellers without access to Americans suffered from their inability to tap into the new market. One Vietnamese woman reported that she cried when her husband told her to give up selling goods and stay home to care for her children since their daughter now earned enough money to maintain the entire family. She feared being bored, lonely, and unable to contribute financially to her family.64 Many did whatever they could to evolve with the market. Allen E. Goodman and Lawrence M. Franks of the Southeast Asian Development Advisory Group interviewed a man in Da Nang who told them: “I came here selling bananas, now I sell stereos and radios. If I have to, I can sell bananas again but I shall never leave the city.”65 South Vietnamese civilians adapted to survive the changes brought on by the war.

Goodman and Franks surmised that smaller villages felt the impact of the war more than larger cities, but for those moving from the countryside, the transition to life in Saigon presented striking challenges.66 One’s livelihood, Neil Sheehan bleakly argued, often relied on finding a job serving Americans’ needs or begging on the streets near refugee slums. He described the prostitution industry as he once saw it depicted in an unnamed Saigon newspaper, at the top of the new social hierarchy.67 With prostitution on top, all other traditional careers and families of wealth struggled to find their new place. Sheehan recalled asking a Vietnamese reporter about the meaning of some words written on the sidewalk near a pile of garbage. The reporter told him it said, “This is the fruit of American aid.”68

Both American and Vietnamese servicemen hired prostitutes. One woman interviewed by a researcher feared that Vietnamese men who were already failing to care for their families would be distracted by available women they met while on patrol. She argued that the threat was “emphasized when the young men go away from home into the military and must find recreation at the bars where they meet and fall in love with bar girls.”69 The interviewee recalled hearing about a Vietnamese serviceman who brought a second wife into his family but kept her in separate housing. The second wife, a former bar girl, arrived pregnant at his family home. His first wife left him, but after the bar girl was killed in an accident, she returned to raise the young woman’s child in her place.

The mobility of women in this account relies on the man in their life. The bar girl was able to marry out of her work in service because of her relationship with the Vietnamese soldier. The first wife left her husband but ultimately could not escape her ties to him and returned out of a sense of duty. As the war progressed, more women gained mobility and agency in urban spaces. Women from the lower classes now had the potential to earn higher incomes depending on their willingness to work with or for Americans. While sex work remained illegal, the industry offered women an income without relying on a spouse or family member to support them, though many remained married to Vietnamese men or owed debts to pimps.70 The new openness regarding extramarital sex and prostitution reflected two distinct causes: the pragmatism of poverty in a wartime economy and the establishment of sexually liberated countercultural ideals as part of the global trend.

Pervasive Sex Markets

Urban spaces changed radically in the late 1960s to accommodate social and economic shifts, as well as the ascension of “women, taxi drivers, and pedicab pimps” to become some of the highest-paid members of Vietnamese society.71 Service and entertainment industries targeted troops in need of distractions and morale building. The illegality of the practices resulted in coded advertising, prison threats, and a complex network of protection services established by women and their employers to avoid imprisonment or fines.

According to a 1967 survey, bar girls and older women represented the two wealthiest categories of women in South Vietnam, but this was not consistent across the industry.72 Staffed with mainly lower-class, poorly educated, or recently relocated snack bar girls, taxi dancers, and hostesses, Saigon’s bars and clubs recruited young women and girls by offering loans or apartments that they would pay off through their work. Not all establishments expected or advertised sexual exchange, but the potential for extra earnings lured workers with the promise of a quick way out of debt, whether officially or unofficially. Other bars explicitly sold sex as a service, with prostitutes cycling through clients on a timed fee schedule.73 Once a woman was in the system, however, leaving life as a bar girl proved difficult. President Thieu underplayed the struggles of women and girls who found themselves trapped in the sex trade, telling diplomats at the American embassy that “as far as immorality is concerned, this would not happen without the Vietnamese girls who don’t have to behave in this way if they do not want to.”74 The reliance on barkeepers or madams for financial support illustrates how the system used coercion to prevent women from leaving.

Many servicemen recalled sexual encounters in their memoirs, yet few acknowledged how the industry might have negatively impacted the Vietnamese women who worked in it. Instead, they discuss moments of human contact amid days of military chaos or mundane rear echelon work. The sex industry provided them with a break from their daily routine, first-time experiences they felt brought them into manhood, or at least delivered on the promises of basic training. As with any bedroom story, navigating through bragging or guilt-ridden memories requires skepticism. Many reflections come from men trying to work through their experiences of what developed into a far less popularly supported conflict than either World War II or the Korean War. While personal accounts can be problematic, they have significant value when examined through the lens of memory. Vietnam War memoirs that mention sexual encounters with civilians share many similarities. In almost all accounts, for instance, men recall the overwhelming accessibility of sex.

Authors also note that sexual exchanges in Vietnam were far less joyful and carefree than portrayed in films like Full Metal Jacket. In Kubrick’s telling, prostitutes are shown in a sympathetic light as either sick or pimped out by a third party. Regardless of the women’s plight, the GIs are pleased with their experiences. Postwar writings, in contrast, highlight the bleaker side of the industry. The notable poet and Vietnam veteran Yusef Komunyakaa wrote about bar girls in multiple poems. Komunyakaa’s “Saigon Bar Girls, 1975” sheds light on the grim reality faced by prostitutes. In this instance, he looks at women still working in the latter days of the war, after most US servicemen have returned home:


You’re on Tu Do Street

with whores. Unmirrored,

they sigh & forget

their lists of Mikes,

Bills, Joes, & Johns75


In many ways, Komunyakaa’s work mirrors what Senator Fulbright feared the fatal impact would be when the Americans left:


as they shed miniskirts

thinner than memories

denied, letting them fall

into a hush

at their feet—76


Komunyakaa captures the contrast between the physical intimacy and yet the detachment felt by the actors. In his eyes, prostitution offered an exciting experience, but he ignores the loss of opportunity it meant for the women and girls. As a representation of Saigon’s wartime society, prostitutes are portrayed as a population defeated by the social conditions of war and unable to overcome their circumstances.

The language barrier and a lack of interest often prevented GIs from communicating with sex workers in meaningful ways, leaving their civilian companions silent both at the time and in most postwar representations of them. Whether in film, poetry, or literature, the women have very limited speaking parts. Wendy Wilder Larsen, an American civilian and poet living in Saigon, reflected in jest on how Westerners imagined the perspective of Vietnamese bar girls:


I love you beaucoup.

You love me titi.

You give me baby.

I give you V.D.77


This purposefully crass oversimplification of the female perspective points to the glaring absence of Vietnamese women’s voices in our memory of the war. Rather than hearing from them, Americans heard about them.

Uncovering the voices of Vietnamese women and girls brings a different perspective to the study of brothel culture and helps uncover what made the industry so influential on foreign relations. While women’s voices are not always present in the records, careful readings of those that are available help complicate the simplistic perception of all Vietnamese women happily serving American soldiers. In her account of Vietnamese life during the war, Mai Phuong describes an interaction with an older male cyclo driver who insists on telling her, a well-dressed woman, about the plight of his family and his need to work in service though he once owned land. Forced into the city after the war destroyed his village, the driver fears that he will not be able to marry off his three daughters to men who will stay in their ancestral home. He laments: “My wife and I worry ourselves to death that they will be tempted by city life and run away to become bar girls, marry American soldiers, and then become prostitutes. That would shame our ancestors, and how would I face them when my time comes to reunite with them? You see, Miss, thousands of girls now make their living the shameful way.”78 Phuong understood, since many of her friends lived with Americans while she grew frustrated waiting for her Vietnamese husband to return from the front. About the other women, she wrote that she “felt sorry for them, knowing their lives had been affected by the war and their futures would be uncertain.”79 Phuong writes about herself in the third person throughout the book, blurring the lines between memoir and fiction, but her account adds agency to women’s choices, although she recognizes that she and her peers suffer in different ways.

Phuong’s account provides more proof that, for Americans, finding access to sex in Saigon was not difficult during the war, and even less so before the 1968 Tet Offensive resulted in limitations on the movements of off-duty servicemen. Restaurants, clubs, and massage parlors advertised extensively in English-language newspapers and travel guides. Service members arrived in Saigon armed with decades of cultural representations of Vietnam as a sex tourism destination and fresh warnings about engaging with locals from their military training. While some sought and found love on deployment, others simply sought physical contact. David Holland, an MP in Saigon, recalls, “Sex was a big part of my year in Saigon.” He pushes aside the notion of “good-hearted whores” for a more pragmatic explanation: “I went basically for the sex, and the whores went basically for my money.”80 Holland never feared venereal disease or felt obliged to abstain for moral reasons. His use of the term “whores” also indicates the dehumanization of the workers, whom many GIs viewed as merely a part of the military entertainment system.

The once illustrious status of Saigon as the Paris of the Orient faded as the city’s establishments were rebranded to reflect familiar American names and food like burgers and fries. Bar owners borrowed the names of American cities from New York to San Francisco to entice soldiers with reminders of home. Bars and brothels peddled time with women or girls, just as street vendors sold statuettes or silk mementos. Meredith Lair convincingly argues, “In Vietnam, consumerism was a force so powerful that military authorities could not excise it from the lives and will of the soldiers they led; they did not even try.”81 Even while picking up bar girls, servicemen were accosted to make purchases, including the infamous “Saigon Tea,” which some bars required soldiers to keep buying for their “dates.”82 The cost of the non-alcoholic, watered-down tea added up as the men became intoxicated on beer or liquor and spent more freely. One newspaper reported the cost of a glass at $2.70 in February 1966, equal to the price of “two whiskies or five glasses of beer.”83 The combination of alcohol and women encouraged men to overspend, making bar girls, and especially their proprietors, wealthy by South Vietnamese standards in the mid-1960s.



[image: A daytime street scene in Phan Thiet, Vietnam, during the 1960s or 1970s showing two women walking with large crates in front of Johnny’s Bar and Restaurant. The signs are in both English and Vietnamese.]
Figure 1. Johnny’s Bar and Restaurant. Photograph VA009607, courtesy of the Barry Brown Collection, Vietnam Center and Sam Johnson Vietnam Archive, Texas Tech University.



The travel guide Saigon Roundup contributed to the “tourist” soldier culture by highlighting bars as world-class attractions offering options for rest and relaxation.84 “The loveliness of pretty girls,” like the food and architecture, became part of the lure of Saigon as a destination to entice young men to enlist.85 Once in country, advertisements encouraged the men to spend their leave in the cities rather than leaving Vietnam for rest and recuperation (R&R) elsewhere. Americans stationed in or near Saigon could visit the locations advertised in the guides in the early years of US involvement, before their impact on the economy and the fear of attacks pushed troops onto bases outside the city. Comparing issues of Saigon Roundup from the early to mid-1960s, one finds that the cover art shifts from wholesome images to ones selling overt sexuality.86 The March 1966 issue, for example, shows a young woman in heavy makeup dancing in a bare-midriff top with baubles hanging from her breasts. The caption reads, “Miss Clementine performing in American Military bases Mess and NCO.”87 Traditional imagery of a quiet garden and modest female figure, albeit one still selling her beauty, depicted in 1962 is a far cry from the overtly sexualized entertainment figure on the cover in 1966.

Likewise, the popular English-language Saigon Post newspaper advertised entertainment venues around town. Along with tourist magazines such as Saigon Roundup, the Saigon Post targeted Americans in its promotion of venues with names like American Bar or Cowboy Bar. Bars touted their hostesses, music, and air conditioning. Often the ability to speak “fluent” or “beautiful” English was featured in the descriptions. Always, however, the ads boasted about the beauty, youth, and grace of the hostesses. The Intimate Bar offered charm and a friendly atmosphere.88 The popular Salvador American Bar, which advertised in the Post throughout the war, promised “young and attractive waitresses satisfying service.”89 The Palace American Bar publicized “lovely and excellent hostesses.” To the right of this advertisement in the same issue, the White Horse American Bar competed with “the best looking Bargirls in Dakao.”90 Servicemen looking for a relaxing sexual encounter could visit the various steam and Turkish bath parlors throughout the city, which invited men to “enjoy private tub with pretty girls massage.”91 Bath parlors were especially known for sex work. The poet Doug Anderson recalls the comfort found in bathhouses in his poem “Purification,” where he describes a fifteen-year-old mother of three in Taiwan who bathes the narrator, a soldier on leave, and then lactates when he puts her nipple to his mouth. He depicts the scene, while disturbing to a contemporary reader, as one of immense solace, ending: “I want to be this child’s child. / I will sleep for the first time in days.”92 Although women and girls clearly represented a major draw to soldiers, some establishments hoped to distance themselves from the trade. These venues advertised musical entertainment and explicitly told readers “no hostesses” to avoid any misunderstandings. Despite the efforts of the South Vietnamese government, men had plenty of options for entertainment, sexual or otherwise, on any given night in the city.

As the war escalated, advertisements became more conspicuously sexual and numerous, filling newspapers and even venturing onto the front page. Some aspects remained constant, such as the importance of enjoying a relaxing time in a secure environment, while the advertisements for brothels became more overt. In a later publication from January 1969, for example, a Saigon madam known as Miss Lee offered to help Americans meet young girls for whatever purpose they desired.93 The interchangeable nature of office work, companionship, and prostitution in some circles reflected the loosening of sexual taboos over the years. Examining the overt presence of procurable women in advertising and popular culture, however, can distract us from the large proportion of the population who adamantly opposed intercultural relationships with Americans.

Western journalists in Vietnam reported on access to sex in their writings at the time, as well as in their memoirs years later. As reporters, not military, they often had the opportunity to interact with civilians more closely. Ron Steinman of NBC reflected that for him, Saigon represented a “center for glitz and corruption.”94 Expanding on this, he described the impact on Vietnamese culture far more negatively than most other memoirs or contemporary advertisements. He wrote:


Taxi-dancers and prostitutes, often one and the same, were everywhere, and drugs were openly sold and openly used. Free-spending, often drunken construction workers from everywhere in the world squired very young, slim, and once shy Vietnamese girls who had no pride in their heritage. It had become more important to feed themselves and their families than to honor the past. War and its uncertainties made it easier for these young women to forget their strict, conservative upbringings. Corrupt Vietnamese military officers, who never heard a shot fired, gulped Napoleon cognac well past the ever-changing nightly curfew. Get-rich-quick Vietnamese and Chinese profiting from the war completed this scene of grotesque, pre–World War II Berlin transported to Southeast Asia.95


The portrayals of nightlife, sex, and drugs recur throughout the literature, but Steinman’s description of “once shy” girls with “no pride in their heritage” makes sweeping judgments about the lives and circumstances of sex workers. While Steinman pities the women, his depiction places blame on all parties. The women at the center of his story and their role in making the industry flourish further a two-dimensional prostitute trope common in literature and film.

Vietnamese women’s views of prostitution illuminate the crucial roles played by race, class, war migration, and feminism in their decisions to work with or for American soldiers. Brothel owners and madams used race to segregate clients, creating a hierarchy of who worked in which locations. Bar and brothel owners catered to prevalent strains of racism within American military culture, leading to mostly segregated bars with only a few catering to a racially mixed clientele.96 South Vietnamese police licensed bars in the cities and included flags for all allied countries on the posted notices, acknowledging their universal popularity but ignoring the realities of exclusion that existed.97 Racism drove African American GIs seeking sex into the Khanh Hoi neighborhood of Saigon, which had served Senegalese troops during the French era.98 Segregation in bars contributed to the division and meaning of space in South Vietnamese urban areas. As one reporter noted, “Although Negro and white soldiers can be seen together in Saigon bars, a more common sight is a group of whites headed for Tu Do Street and a group of Negroes bound for the Khanh Hoi sections on the waterfront.”99 Segregated brothels also meant a lesser status for the women who catered to African American GIs. They tended to receive less medical care and education on contraception, leading to higher rates of infection and pregnancy.

Segregation did not prevent access to sex workers. African American soldiers did report, however, that their access to sex was less private than in the brothels and bars that catered to white troops. Soldiers in the field recalled purchasing prostitutes who simply lay in ditches for lines of waiting GIs, or perhaps had a location behind a wall or a water buffalo.100 Soldiers frequenting the infamous “Sin City” vice district outside the military base at An Khe reported taking women out behind fences for sex. The exchanges were not always monetary, either, since giving military currency to locals was illegal. Demonstrating the desperation of some sex workers, one African American soldier reported that he traded a C-ration dinner instead of cash.101

Despite the segregation imposed in many of the bars and brothels marked “White Only,” it was easy for African American soldiers to find sex. After being turned away by the “mama-san” who employed the bar girls, the soldiers needed only to walk down the street to find other women willing to offer sexual services. In his poem “Tu Do Street,” Komunyakaa referenced the eponymous street in Saigon known for its nightlife, recalling:



[image: A small bar counter with “The Black Ghetto” spray-painted on the front inside a onetime African American–only establishment in South Vietnam. “Think Black” is spelled out on the wall behind the bar in pieces of black tape.]
Figure 2. Formerly African American–only bar at Phu Cat Air Base. Photograph VA068729, courtesy of the Stephen F. Ware Collection, Vietnam Center and Sam Johnson Vietnam Archive, Texas Tech University.




Down the street

black GIs hold their turf also

An off-limits sign pulls me

deeper into alleys, as I look

for a softness behind these voices

wounded by their beauty & war.102


Even though Komunyakaa could not simply walk into any bar in Saigon and pay for the services of a hostess for a few hours or the night, his account illustrates the relative ease of purchasing the services of prostitutes. Nevertheless, the need to resort to side streets and makeshift outdoor brothels for sex placed African Americans apart from whites in ways that were, in other contexts, no longer legal in the United States. These methods, while seemingly catering to the prejudices of white service members, indicate how Vietnamese women working in bars and brothels forged the rules and geography of the sex industry. By segregating, they kept racist clients satisfied and increased their profits. In turn, this led to a stratification of prostitutes, with those who worked the streets at a lower social level than those working at bars and other establishments.

The geography of Vietnamese sex markets, whether brothels, bars, or a stretch of grass alongside a road, offered diverse, ample possibilities. The purchases could be public or private. In one instance, Specialist Robert E. Holcomb remembered being first in line for a girl, the term he uses to describe the prostitute, grimacing beside a ditch. Once undressed, Holcomb found he could not perform with other men watching him.103 Other recollections describe private brothels for officers or well-paying foreigners with privacy and a high-class experience.104 These establishments carefully selected their clientele and remained discreet.

Given the various types of prostitution, not all proved lucrative. Even when women and girls did profit, they struggled to support themselves in the long run. Women’s rights promoters denounced the prostitution industry as creating a “spiral of dependency and corruption” that would inevitably benefit only the Americans.105 The impact of the sex industry on Vietnamese culture does not seem to have been a consideration for soldiers. Rather, prostitution and bar girls appear simply to have been accepted as part of South Vietnamese culture, as much as ao dai tunics. For servicemen, sex with local women represented one of the most desirable forms of recreation and a rite of passage during their tour of duty. Convenience often dictated what forms of sexual encounters Americans sought, but rarely did these encounters strike them as something that might be illegal.106 Sex was ubiquitous, and punishment was minimal. The risk of contracting an incurable disease seems to have been a far greater threat than a formal reprimand. Among the ranks, troops viewed exchanges involving intercourse and fellatio as socially acceptable interactions and nothing that seemed out of the norm during their deployment.107 Veterans recall the ease of access to the industry without any awareness that they might have been unsettling local society. Sex offered an opportunity to de-stress and was readily available behind the front lines.

The American Morale Problem

Even when faced with evidence of economic inflation, widespread corruption, and powerful vice industries, before 1967 the American military leadership did not see the booming prostitution industry as much of a problem. Only after venereal disease rates rose did officers become alarmed. For local leaders, the issues compounded to create higher levels of concern. For one thing, prostitution violated RVN laws and challenged cultural taboos. The disregard for these laws seemed, for many observers in South Vietnam, to mirror a wider problem of American disregard for Vietnamese interests. In addition, the North Vietnamese certainly used this message in their propaganda, denouncing Americans as predators preying on Vietnamese women.108 Even among Western supporters, intimate violations of Vietnamese mores created a point of tension and a principle that they deemed worth defending.

The problems divided Vietnamese citizens, who both struggled because of the sex industry and relied on it to feed their families. While the Americans faced an official Vietnamese policy of eradication, they also heard from lower-level officials that the industry was not off limits. In one report collected by a women’s group, a South Vietnamese government employee stated: “The Americans need girls; we need dollars. Why should we refrain from the exchange? It’s an inexhaustible source of U.S. dollars for the state.”109 With so much confusion and political corruption within the RVN leadership, the United States managed for several years to avoid the foreign relations risks of taking a hard line on sexual and social policy.

Numerous issues unfolded out of the massive influx of US service members in Vietnam in the years after 1964. In his study of the 2.5 million enlisted men who served in Vietnam, 80 percent of whom grew up in working-class families, Christian Appy argues that those individuals came from a milieu already accustomed to doing the “dirty work” of society.110 The military struggled to manage chronic morale problems among conscripted soldiers serving in harsh conditions year after year. As the advertisements discussed earlier illustrate, sex entertainment proved a popular distraction for soldiers. Judy Tzu-Chun Wu has convincingly argued that “racialized and sexualized depictions of Asian women, used to foster male bonding among U.S. soldiers, guided American military policies and practices in Southeast Asia—in the brothels and in the general prosecution of war,” as part of the strategy to keep up morale.111

Plans for maintaining control over South Vietnamese society, in particular the sex industry, relied on carefully policing and arresting prostitutes but not the men they served. While foreign military expansion in the region upset the local culture, the military showed little understanding of how sexual interactions in the Vietnam War differed from the experience in previous conflicts Americans had fought in Asia. Thus, the military leadership failed to see how open engagement in sexual relationships with civilians might imperil the war effort. As a result, the concern for Americans was restricted to minimizing coverage of these issues in the press. The early effects of wartime intercultural intimacy laid the foundation for later problems that would demand the attention of policy makers on both sides of the US-RVN alliance.

Concerns over morale surfaced early in Vietnam and escalated as the conflict appeared to devolve into a war of attrition. By the end of the decade, particularly after the Tet Offensive, Americans saw a need to shut down or heavily regulate the practice of R&R in Vietnam. Military leadership felt that this would help reduce prostitution problems while ensuring that the men would remain where they needed to be when not on leave.112 They hoped the promise of efficient R&R would control the impulse to break curfew or move outside approved troop areas. GIs flying out of the Tan Son Nhut Air Base in Saigon, for example, could not go into the city. Rather, they had to remain in the area for departing R&R flights.113

While out on R&R, servicemen were instructed to be respectful and “maintain the best possible appearance at all times” by refraining from “loud, boisterous conduct and profane language.”114 Depending on the location, the military might have to inform soldiers about restrictions enforced in different nations. Australia and Singapore prohibited Playboy magazine, for example.115 From public intoxication to sex with local women, men were warned that poor GI behavior abroad could risk diplomatic relations with US allies throughout the Pacific. Negative actions weighed on the image of America more than the positive acts performed by soldiers who helped direct traffic or build schools in Vietnam, requiring more top-down oversight to help prevent such consequences. To assist with social and cultural education, the Department of Defense (DoD) published pocket guides to R&R locations. These included warnings to abide by the customs of local population. The DoD’s Pocket Guide to the Philippines clearly references GIs’ interactions with women, cautioning: “While young people in the cities are more modern in their ways, your behavior toward young ladies anywhere in the Philippines is expected to be formal. Don’t overstep the bounds of Filipino custom and propriety.”116 The instructions indicate that US officials had some awareness of the potential for soldiers’ social behavior to impact perceptions of the United States abroad; but while viewing the Philippines as a site for R&R, the military shared Major General Arthur MacArthur’s turn-of-the-century thoughts on the futility of trying to stop soldiers from indulging.117

Morale-building programs within Vietnam meant to raise the spirits of the troops used sex to sell performances by women, including Playboy Bunnies flown around the world as part of the entertainment.118 Some celebrities generated more enthusiasm than others. In a note scratched on a memo attached to the itinerary for a USO show, a Colonel MacDonald of the 101st Airborne Division posed two questions. Before asking if the recipient knew whether the show was coordinated with another unit, he demanded, “Who the hell is Gary Vincent?” in reference to the star of television’s The Virginian, Gary Vinson.119 The male actor did not seem to offer much excitement compared to more popular female performers. Military control over entertainment grew more important after the Tet Offensive both for safety and as part of the effort to better control venereal disease during the Nixon Administration.

Relations with local women sparked outrage and calls for change among many Vietnamese. In a January 1966 editorial in the Saigon Post, editor Dat To wrote: “In countries where wars drag on, societies are shaken to their foundations and vices mushroom. Vietnam is no exception to the rule.”120 His comment sheds light not only on what was happening in Saigon by 1966 but also on how it related to previous US sex policies in the Pacific. “Experiences,” he offered, “can be learnt from both Japan and Korea, but unfortunately, previous governments had done nothing to cure the disease let alone to prevent it. Even now, measures are taken on a temporary basis, aimed at solving urgent cases only.”121 Lamenting the state of Vietnamese society, he concluded: “We cannot help noticing an overall change in the order of social values. New ones have replaced old ones, we may say. It is no longer proper to divide our society into 4 classes (students, farmers, workers and merchants) as our ancestors did before, but it is also heartbreaking to see the new social values based on the capability of money making! It is time for the responsible authorities to pay attention to more social reforms. Leaders of a country must be also vanguard combatants on this social front.”122 Dat To’s concerns, and those of numerous others in Vietnam, contributed to the first official American response to the problem of sexual policies in the Vietnam War.

The social and cultural transitions of the 1960s resonated just as powerfully in the world of foreign affairs. Failed efforts to slow prostitution mirrored the larger failure to resist the impact of Western culture on South Vietnamese society. Youth embraced Western music, television, clothing, and luxury goods. Many of the concerns about how young Vietnamese in the cities embraced the West carried over from the French colonial era, but the metropolitan population boom exacerbated the shift. The American embassy in Saigon reported, “Tight trousers and miniskirts, long hair, brightly colored shirts, [‘mod’] sunglasses and boots—these are the garb of the young urban Vietnamese.”123 Coupled with changes in urban space, assimilation into transplanted American culture disconnected Vietnamese youth from their cultural heritage. In addition, anti-Americanism flourished in Vietnamese populations resistant to the cultural takeover, particularly women’s organizations. The fashions and behaviors that shocked socially conservative Vietnamese disturbed many Americans as well.124 Film and print media, including Playboy magazine, delivered sexuality for mass consumption.125 In 1964 Pearl S. Buck wrote in Ladies’ Home Journal about “our new ethics of sex” and what she saw as a women’s revolution.126 Americans finally found themselves willing to talk about sexual experimentation in public, placing them at the center of the sexual revolution. For Buck, however, the revolution identified women as sex objects within the culture, which reinforced patriarchy and limited mobility for women.127



[image: Two female Vietnamese dancers and a female band performing at a noncommissioned officers’ club. The dancer in the foreground has a 1960s bouffant hairstyle. All of the women are in minidresses]
Figure 3. Dancers in a noncommissioned officers’ club. Photograph VA068646, courtesy of the Stephen F. Ware Collection, Vietnam Center and Sam Johnson Vietnam Archive, Texas Tech University.



By the time the sexual revolution merged with the economic and demographic realities of the war in Vietnam, extramarital sex had lost much of its earlier taboo.128 More than in any prior war, news cameras broadcast the conflict into homes around the world. In addition to battles and troop movements, the press captured images of eroticized bar girls.129 The simultaneous rise in the feminist and women’s rights movements challenged the intentions and realities of the growing sex industry in Vietnam. Supporters worked with Vietnamese women’s groups to protest the practices and the treatment of women, who they felt were left without other options in the war economy. For the US military, the changing social and cultural climate resulted in a dialog over the wartime sex industry like none they had ever experienced before.

The scorn for Western ideas about sexuality and their impact on Vietnamese women even found its way into local papers through the Ly Ly the Lovely comic strip that ran in the Saigon Post throughout 1965. The comic portrayed a frivolous girl more focused on fashion, money, and tall handsome men, presumably foreigners, than on traditional suitors her parents encouraged. In the comic strip, drawn by Duc Khanh, Ly Ly moves through life with little consideration for the hardships she places on her family. In one strip, she seduces a math tutor her parents have hired to help her with her studies, much to their dismay.130 In another, she is asked about her engagement. She responds that she had broken it, but when asked why she still wears her fiancé’s ring, she shallowly replies, “I don’t like him, but I still like his ring.”131 Reflecting on the changing fashions of the time, Duc Khanh often showed Ly Ly in flashy clothes or accessories. She even complains of a sore neck from sleeping while sitting up to maintain her Western-style bouffant hairdo.132 Throughout the various panels, she uses men for money, her parents fear she is pregnant, and when they can’t change her behavior, even her mother attempts to fit in with her Westernizing daughter by wearing a short dress and heels.133 Read as a commentary on the impact of American escalation, the character Ly Ly represents a fear of feminine susceptibility to the Westernization and sexualization of Vietnam.

In one of the most blatant commentaries about the risks of associating with Western culture, Ly Ly visits a doctor, who says, “I am happy to tell you, madam, that you are expecting.” Appearing stunned by the news, she exclaims: “How terrible! I am not married.” In the final panel of the strip, the doctor flatly rephrases his assessment: “Well, I am sorry to tell you you are going to be an unmarried mother.”134 The lack of compassion in the strip creates a heaviness that was absent from earlier installments, and rather than the humor coming from the frivolousness of the character, the joke is seemingly finally on Ly Ly for her behavior. Ly Ly the Lovely ran daily in early 1965 but tapered off toward the end of the year and was replaced by American comics. Running Dennis the Menace appealed to a broader American readership and eliminated the Vietnamese social commentary.

The sex industry, however, had less to do with societal openness toward sexuality in South Vietnam than it did with grabbing for quick profits, which made it inherently unstable. The industry proved particularly vulnerable to attacks from women’s groups, which linked their cause to that of feminists worldwide in order to gain support for their protests. In a 1969 interview with the woman’s magazine Phu Nhu Vietnam (meaning “Vietnamese Woman”), Mrs. Nguyen Dinh Chi, vice president of the Hue Alliance of the Popular, Democratic, and Peace-Loving Forces of Vietnam, railed against the “cowboyism” and “social diseases” brought in by Americans. She argued that their presence had turned hundreds of thousands of Vietnamese women into bar girls and prostitutes.135 The only option, she assured readers, was for women in the cities to rise up in support of the war against the United States and the administration of Thieu and Ky in the South. The American feminist organization Women Strike for Peace sent Cynthia Fredrick to Saigon that same year to evaluate life on the ground. She reported on the encouraging rise in women’s unions attempting to shed light on the impact of the war on women and girls, and most notably on the rise of sex work.136 By building a bridge between their interests and those of women in America, antiwar women in Vietnam added a new front in their ongoing resistance to the troubling foreign relations and health impacts of prostitution on the war effort.

Women’s groups refused to differentiate between prostitution and the effects of the war itself. In their publications, they equated anti-American activities concerned with the levels of civilian casualties with those criticizing the Westernization of youth.137 The war grew bloodier and the identity of enemy forces less straightforward after the 1968 Tet Offensive in cities across South Vietnam. Chaos and confusion fueled the distrust that compounded anti-American sentiment motivated by everything from bombings and napalm attacks to sexual behavior and fashion. As the war progressed, risks to the lives of US service members and the civilians who worked with or near them increased in urban areas, forcing military leadership to limit GIs’ movements by imposing curfews. In addition, the losing battle to control the medical repercussions by treating only one party to sexual encounters, the servicemen, allowed disease to spread and compounded the difficulty of managing military readiness. The interwoven threats to health and security forced the United States to alter its policies on prostitution, an industry so synonymous with warfare that medical advisors had passively accepted it as “a fact of life” in 1966.138

The “American Brothel”

Sex work, and prostitution in particular, pervaded the American political dialog about the Vietnam War in 1966. After the initial Senate Foreign Relations Committee hearings on the legality of the war, Senator J. William Fulbright of Arkansas famously brought reports of Saigon as an “American brothel” to national attention for the first time. Congress quickly swept the issue aside as an irrelevant distraction. Sex, politicians and military leaders felt, was simply a part of war.139 As efforts to downplay the industry and its effects on foreign relations failed, prostitution continued to raise concern and inspire debate as it escalated along with the conflict.140 While the struggle within the alliance stretched far beyond the question of intercultural sexual intimacy, unease grew out of the Americans’ lack of interest in enforcing RVN laws regarding sex, despite their promises to do otherwise.141 In part, early US policies toward sexual relations illustrates how the confident nature of American power prevented US officials from taking into consideration the importance of culture and sexuality in shaping the attitudes of the Vietnamese toward their allies.

Armed forces in Vietnam viewed sexual encounters with prostitutes as normative behavior. Studies about the experiences of Australian soldiers revealed that 72 percent of single and 50 percent of married troops admitted to having intercourse with a prostitute during their tour of duty there.142 Married men reported fewer encounters than their single counterparts, but the numbers still indicate that a large percentage participated in sexual affairs and were willing to admit it. By the later 1960s, the venereal disease rates in Vietnam outpaced the dramatic levels in Korea a decade previously and matched rates not seen since the World War I era.143 In light of the hundreds of thousands of troops sent to Vietnam over the course of the war, it is easy to see how the business of selling one’s body for sex could become such a profitable career option for struggling Vietnamese women. By the middle of the war, the industry had left its mark.

The debate over sexual encounters in Vietnam entered into mainstream discourse with Senator Fulbright’s controversial speech at Johns Hopkins University, “The Arrogance of Power,” and his claim three days later, on May 8, 1966, that Saigon was “both literally and figuratively … an American brothel.”144 Fulbright’s brothel accusation came in the wake of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee hearings questioning the United States’ role and purpose in Vietnam, which began in February 1966 to bring attention to the conflict and limit escalation. CBS and NBC aired the hearings at midday, but CBS president Frank Stanton bowed to pressure from the Johnson administration to temporarily stop airing live coverage to show noncontroversial reruns of I Love Lucy instead.145 Attempts to push the hearings off the air could not stem the interest of American audiences, however, who remained riveted for months to come.

Fulbright, a staunch opponent of US involvement, used sensational stories and compelling sound bites to build sentiment against the war. He argued that Vietnamese citizens resented “the disruptive effect of our strong culture upon their fragile one” and cited reports of men forced to send their wives and daughters out to support themselves as bar girls and mistresses. He diagnosed the problem of oversaturating Vietnamese society with American influence as one of “fatal impact.” Fulbright identified this impact “of the rich and strong on the poor and weak” as a primary cause of resistance to American power in the region. He in part blamed Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara, who had boasted about supplying 9.2 pounds of goods per day for each GI, much of which ended up on the black market.146

On May 11, Fulbright took his allegations to McNamara directly during the secretary of defense’s testimony before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. When asked to comment on the “brothel” allegation, McNamara “displayed indignation” at the question. He countered: “I don’t think we ought to characterize our men by that name.… I don’t think we ought to characterize the city by that name. I haven’t been to Saigon since November but it wasn’t a brothel then and I don’t think that it is today.” He concluded: “I don’t mean there are not prostitutes in Saigon. There are prostitutes in Washington. And I don’t mean that servicemen don’t patronize prostitutes there just as they do in the U.S. But nobody has called Washington a brothel.”147 Later studies would prove that the numbers of prostitutes in Vietnam were significantly higher than at home, but McNamara was angered by the effort to shift attention away from his prepared testimony, which dealt with the effects of bombings on the morale of the National Liberation Front.148

The debate over the “American brothel” accelerated on May 17, when Senator Eugene McCarthy of Minnesota asked that Fulbright’s speech be introduced into the Congressional Record.149 This sparked a whirlwind of press coverage on the issue, highlighting America’s shifting cultural anxieties regarding war and sexuality. Fulbright later claimed to regret his depiction of Saigon as an “American brothel,” but the damage was done. He apologized for the way the media had reported his statements but did not deny that the statements were true. Media reports stated that Fulbright had spoken against the troops, but he contended that he was referring instead to “the inevitable impact on a fragile Asian society of Western soldiers … behaving in the way that is to be expected of men at war.” Although he claimed to regret the statement and its negative implications on servicemen, he reiterated his concerns and the convincing accounts he had read.150 Prostitution had become a significant part of the war’s culture, and the American military, critics said, ought to compensate for the activities of its soldiers. Sex in Vietnam would no longer be simply an acceptable means of morale building for the United States but instead became a delicate point of contention over morale versus morality, discretion versus elimination, and the importance of safety and national interests on all sides.

Those who tuned in to the Vietnam hearings witnessed the confusion and contradictions of members of government struggling over the US role in Vietnam and the world at large. The Senate Foreign Relations Committee brought several star witnesses, ranging from the so-called “father” of containment theory, George Kennan, who opposed the war, to the then retired army general Maxwell Taylor, who had advised on much of the government’s Vietnam policy since 1961. Time magazine expressed disappointment over the hearings in late February. “It might, and should,” Time reported, “have been a historic debate, a solemn, searching in quiry [sic] into the fundamental aims, origins and prospects of America’s deepening commitment to a land war in Asia.”151 Rather, the hearings had fallen short of this ideal, raising only limited concern over the war and sparking a reactionary defensiveness in Washington regarding the necessity of the American presence in Vietnam.

The media covered reaction to Fulbright’s claims throughout the summer of 1966 in articles ranging from the supportive to the sensational. Immediately following his initial charges, the New York Times reported the opinion of Mrs. Oswald B. Lord, who worked on various presidential committees related to women, foreign aid, and the International Cooperation Year. She also had experience working with the United Nations. On the basis of her recent visits to Vietnam, Mrs. Lord found Fulbright’s claims to be false. She argued that the GIs she had witnessed were helping at orphanages and rehabilitation centers, “not in town with the bar girls.”152 Time magazine approached the issue in a different way with a tongue-in-cheek jab at Fulbright’s home state of Arkansas. In response to McNamara’s argument that the media should not focus on prostitution in Vietnam because the same vices existed in the United States, Time reported: “For that matter, not everyone in Fulbright’s own Arkansas cities of Little Rock and Hot Springs patronizes prostitutes either, though there is an abundance of whores, ranging from massage-parlor employees ($5) to $200-a-night hotel call girls. And at Little Rock Air Force Base, every airman so inclined knows that he has only to call FRANKLIN 4–2181, ask for ‘Rocket’ or ‘Houston,’ and find out if ‘the ice is on.’ The price of ice starts at $15 a dish.”153 Time and others poked quite a bit of fun at Fulbright’s morality claims amid a sexual revolution, but as the war escalated, this booming industry and its expanding clientele of American patrons would only add more fuel to the fires of dissent.

The media presented GIs as being generally frustrated with Fulbright’s focus on the moral implications of prostitution rather than the morale of soldiers. On June 3, Time ran a letter from Joseph P. Nye Jr., a private first class in the Marine Corps in Hue. Nye wrote: “Washington’s biggest problem concerning GIs in Viet Nam is their morale. It is not unlike the problem the U.S. had in the Korean War, and the good Senator isn’t helping.”154 Access to sex offered one of the most effective morale boosters with the lowest overhead for the armed forces. Military leaders subscribing to this view saw Fulbright’s denunciation of prostitution not as an indication of his dismay over the immorality of the war or the dehumanization of Vietnamese women and girls but as a personal attack against soldiers and their actions.

The 1967 exposé Saigon After Dark, written under the pseudonym Philip Marnais, provided a gritty and often uncomfortable account of the industry as seen from the perspective of a brothel patron.155 Marnais’s book invited readers to judge for themselves if Fulbright’s claim that Saigon was an American brothel was true.156 He argued: “To an observer in Saigon it appears incredible that such a debate could have occurred in the first place. Saigon is obviously an American brothel, just as ten years ago it was a French brothel and ten years from now, if the Communists win, it will be a Chinese brothel.”157 Like other accounts from the time, Marnais’s stressed the ease of access and the lack of moral standards in war that made the industry so pervasive.

The “American brothel” accusations eventually fell out of the public discourse without much attention from the domestic press. The military had long condoned, and even organized access to, prostitutes for GIs.158 They openly promoted sexuality in Vietnam through events such as Playboy Playmate “kissing tours” and sexualized USO performances, but prostitution proved more difficult to negotiate since the military had no control over local civilian populations.159 For the most part, the American public showed limited concern over GI interactions with Vietnamese civilians. The South Vietnamese government, however, openly condemned and fought to shut down the industry. Many US government officials held the view that in a war in which over a quarter of the soldiers were conscripts, a little morale boost could go a long way. Military leaders felt limited in their options, recognizing that sexuality and war had long gone hand in hand.160 By 1967, the American leadership recognized prostitution as problematic, and added this concern to their struggles against wartime corruption, inflation, and disease in Vietnam.

While the sexual revolution brought more open ideas regarding sexuality and changed the way the public discussed it, the military had long accepted that soldiers away from home would engage in sexual relationships with civilians.161 The demand for sexual entertainment in Vietnam, while considerable, was not new. The combined promotion of masculinity in Vietnam War–era military training and expendable income among troops seeking out distractions made prostitution a popular business.162 Bar girls typically had some degree of choice in who they interacted with, but this was not always the case. Usually the workers owed money to the owner of the bar for rented space or drinks and worked to repay it. Young women fleeing to the cities for opportunities saw relationships with GIs as a chance for survival. Not all women who engaged in intimate relationships with Americans did so as prostitutes, but many outsiders viewed them as such. The rapid expansion of the industry following the Americanization of the conflict constitutes an unsurprising repercussion of the Vietnam War, but the scope of the industry presented new challenges that few scholars have explored from a policy perspective.163 Scholars agree that the conditions of war favor promiscuity, but in Vietnam, levels reached new heights and became part of the war culture and reportage.164 Demand for entertainment drove the industry into the mainstream despite morality laws, prohibitions on prostitution, and vice squads put in place under the Diem family.165

In the wake of American escalation, unpoliced growth led to inflation and a flourishing market for vice. Loosening global ideas about the roles of women paired with the need to support families to make prostitution not just a means to earn money but a way for some women to climb the social ladder. Disease, abuse, and other dangers nevertheless made prostitution a job entailing considerable risk. For GIs, lingering colonial ideas about the sensual nature of Asian women, added to the already intense sexual desires of wartime, created a consistent demand regardless of prohibition. For servicemen, the women became part of the geography of their tours in Vietnam. Citing a French adage, “There are no crazy professions, only crazy people,” a Vietnamese study assessing the validity of prostitution as a career used this rationale to explain why the French allowed the practice.166 To many Vietnamese citizens, Americans’ behavior and cultural impact mirrored that of their colonial predecessors. By 1966 the United States and its South Vietnamese allies found themselves locked in a battle over the legitimacy of sexual policies.

On the domestic political stage, the 1966 Fulbright hearings and the description of Saigon as an “American brothel” had little immediate effect but eventually succeeded in raising awareness of US social policies in Vietnam. As Meredith Lair has suggested, the Johnson administration’s initial response to managing the military’s social behavior consisted of little more than a “nod and a wink.”167 Broaching the topic in the US news media, however, put the overlapping of sexuality and war up for discussion. As news outlets steadily reported on the theme of intercultural sexual intimacy in the wake of the hearings, the South Vietnamese increased their police assault against illegal vices like prostitution and gambling. With Congress refusing to act, the military leadership took some steps to limit GI-civilian interactions but still allowed the contact to continue. Leaders in Washington did not acknowledge until years later that an outcome much like the “fatal impact” Fulbright had predicted seriously threatened the war effort and required them to adopt a more aggressive stance toward their treatment of sexual encounters.






Chapter 3

Vietnamese Eradication Efforts and the Americanization of Sexual Policy

Discussing the impact of American forces in 1966, General William C. Westmoreland, then commander of the US Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACV), pinpointed the complexity of winning wars. “If the military aspects of this war could be separated from the political, social and economic—and they can’t,” he argued, “I’d say we have come a long way in a year.”1 What Westmoreland and his colleagues living in Vietnam had already recognized in 1966 few in Washington chose to fully acknowledge: the Americans couldn’t win with force alone. US nation-building efforts in South Vietnam focused on the countryside by securing hamlets or promoting the growth of hardier rice crops. Their practice of sidestepping urban problems when most US troops serving in-country lived and worked among civilians allowed economic inflation, corruption, and the sex trade to flourish.2 Westmoreland’s comment came after the first round of Fulbright’s Senate Foreign Relations Committee hearings on the legitimacy of the war in Vietnam, and only two months after the “American brothel” accusation. Still, the White House swept the significance of social issues aside as an irrelevant distraction.3 Sex, they felt, along with many others, was just part of war. As one newspaper reported, “Officials say the situation is nothing new—that all this has existed before, in Paris, Rome, Naples and the bombed-out cities of occupied Germany after World War II … and back into the mists of the history of war.”4

The Americans failed to recognize in those early days, however, that the sexual behavior of servicemen, and the ways they handled the issue, was woven into many aspects of South Vietnamese society and upset traditional social and power boundaries, as well as disrupted political relations. The American openness to a discourse on sexuality in the 1960s did little to mitigate the day-to-day practicalities of managing venereal disease, inflation, and violence caused by the bar culture that used sex, alcohol, and drugs to pull in as much money as possible from foreign troops. I occasionally use the term “sexual policy” or “politics” in this context to refer generally to any political or diplomatic exchanges among diplomats, government officials, and military leaders over the various kinds of sexual encounters and intimate interpersonal relationships that formed between foreign servicemen and civilians in South Vietnam, and their repercussions.5 This includes, but is not limited to, debates over the legality of prostitution and the penalties for the purchase of sex. In looking at the US-RVN relationship through the two allies’ diplomacy over sexual behavior, I argue that each nation wielded power in an attempt to assert its legitimacy and dominance in their alliance.

Foreign policy anxieties over the “American brothel” issue in 1966 evolved into a far more complicated series of concerns for President Richard Nixon and his advisors only a few years later. Skyrocketing venereal disease rates, rape, the plight of Amerasian orphans, rampant corruption, economic destabilization, and pleas to reunite lost lovers were some of the diverse elements of the political disagreements surrounding sexual encounters that officials would negotiate later in the war. Nixon, his generals, and his advisors struggled to recover from the repercussions of years of the Johnson administration’s half-heartedly following South Vietnam’s lead in addressing prostitution-related problems. The pattern in the early war years of largely unregulated sexual interactions negatively affected the United States’ relations with its Vietnamese ally and threatened to sabotage psychological warfare tactics aimed at bolstering American hopes of winning the “hearts and minds” of civilians.6

After 1969, Americans more actively contributed to sexual and social policy formation in Vietnam. As the war underwent military and political Vietnamization, social policies regarding GI-civilian personal relationships followed a reverse trajectory in the Nixon era, which I call the Americanization of sexual policy. This refers to efforts conducted by American military and diplomatic personnel to enact policies to curb the negative effects of sexual relationships between US servicemen and Vietnamese civilians. These efforts include, but are not limited to, attempts to manage increases in rates of prostitution, intercultural dating, marriage, rape, and children born to GI fathers and civilian mothers. By the late 1960s, the United States took a primarily offensive position with regard to new social policies, with an emphasis on prostitution. The Americans forced the Vietnamese into a reactionary response on account of the RVN’s inability to maintain political stability, the pressure to achieve military Vietnamization, and the failure to control and stabilize society in urban spaces. In turn, the size of the industry and the fundamental social disagreements with their allies over GI-civilian intimate relations challenged US military and government officials in a way the earlier wars of the twentieth century had not.7

Once Nixon inherited the Vietnam War, not much time passed before he faced questions on the fallout from the Johnson administration’s decision to ignore the significance of intercultural intimacy between American GIs and Vietnamese civilians. In August 1969, Al Aigner, a businessman visiting his son stationed in the city of Vung Tau, a location known for its bars and nightlife and often used for training or rest and relaxation purposes, wrote to Nixon to share his concerns about the impact of the war. In particular, Aigner seemed worried by the visible culture of corruption juxtaposed with “an awful lot of civilians riding their motor bikes all day long as though they didn’t have to work.” There were “obvious cases of poverty seen on the streets,” he reported, “but there is a great deal of money jingling in the pockets or purses of ‘B’ girls, pickpockets and prostitutes. The only crime acknowledged by the local Vietnamese is their failure to take more from the Americans.” He asked if Nixon had seen similar “distressing things” on his recent visit to South Vietnam. Domestic frustration with how the American presence spurred corruption yet failed to control social problems was a direct result of sexual policies in the early years of the war. By not acting on known issues regarding military interactions with civilians during the escalation years, American policy makers found themselves confronting a war culture steeped in corruption, anti-Americanism, and economic instability, as well as working at cross-purposes with their allies in the South on matters of sexuality and intercultural personal relations.

As the protracted nature of the war became clear by 1969, so too did the risks associated with GI-civilian sexual encounters in their many forms, but most notably prostitution, as Aigner’s letter highlights. Because of the Johnson era policy of grudging support for RVN anti-prostitution laws, including brothel closures and restrictions on the number of GIs allowed in urban centers, American officials took a more reactive stance and only marginally reduced these encounters. They assumed that GIs would inevitably engage in sexual relationships with the local women and there was little they could do to stop it.8 During the Nixon years, the far more active posture of the United States toward servicemen’s sexual behavior came about through necessity rooted in the repeated failures of more reactive US policies. In addition, Vietnamization of the war and a push toward negotiations shifted the emphasis in South Vietnam toward the postwar era and brought the economic realities of American spending and aid into sharp focus amid the growing antiwar movements after the 1968 Tet Offensive.9

The United States and South Vietnam sought to reconcile their concerns over GI-civilian intimate relations following the 1966 “brothel debate” through two primary means. First, both governments tried to repress the industry through the closure of bars, roundups of prostitutes, and restrictions on how American troops interacted with civilians. The US military, however, had little interest in fully pursuing a plan so potentially detrimental to troop morale. Conversely, they favored treating the associated problems of venereal disease and corruption. Americans established clinics, nominally for the care and treatment of local women as opposed to their more direct purpose of helping eliminate disease among servicemen.10 Clinic organizers hoped to create opportunities for the education and treatment of women operating illegally as sex workers, but occasionally they struggled to employ Vietnamese medical practitioners, who resisted any association with these illegal practices. In addition, the US military took steps to move R&R locations away from Vietnam. By sending troops abroad for trips known to encourage sex and spending, they limited the economic and social impacts within Vietnam caused by soldiers on leave. Policies shaped under the conflicting ideologies of South Vietnamese laws on morality and US military interest in morale led the nations to alternate leadership roles regarding social policy in their uneasy alliance.

The Americanization of sexual policy took root as a result of pervasive corruption in South Vietnamese politics. Policies shifted from minimally successful Vietnamese eradication programs to a period of Americanization in which the US military and aid officials instituted education, control, and treatment programs to address prostitution-related problems. Sources from the Vietnamese National Archives in Ho Chi Minh City compliment American reporting and record keeping on venereal disease. Previously overlooked government reports concerning prostitution and health awareness indicate how the United States understood the combination of sex workers and recreation policies.

While the Americanization of sexual policies succeeded in establishing more clinics and monitoring tactics, it failed to stem disease rates, which did not improve until after troop numbers fell in 1973. In addition, the debates that typically took place among city-level officials and American aid or military health administrators only further strained the US-RVN relationship once Americans began more serious talks with North Vietnam about ending the war. On a national level, South Vietnam refused to back down on its official stance regarding prostitution, forcing American diplomats to go back to the negotiating table with local leaders over and over again. The discourse entwined morale and entertainment with sexuality, blurring the line between necessity and desire. Both governments feared the repercussions of limiting intercultural sexual encounters as much as they feared letting them continue.

Vietnamese Eradication Campaigns

The South Vietnamese government actively participated as an agent of social and cultural policy regarding the behavior of US servicemen in Vietnam, and not simply as a puppet state fulfilling American needs in exchange for military and financial support.11 As troop numbers in Vietnam grew, a focus on suppressing prostitution and brothel culture ranked high at the local level, with city mayors and police forces dictating day-to-day eradication operations. Cities nevertheless proved difficult to control. Daily attacks by Vietnamese leaders against intercultural sexual intimacy, specifically prostitution, encouraged a complex network of vice culture supported by police corruption as a result of the industry’s immense popularity and lucrativeness.

In its postcolonial laws, the administration of President Ngo Dinh Diem merged traditional Vietnamese conservatism toward sexuality with similar Western and Catholic views on prostitution. The administration had insisted that extramarital affairs threatened the core values professed by the young government.12 With Diem’s assassination, however, his opponents set to work undoing some of his restrictive policies by reopening bars and allowing dancing. Soldiers could again hear, and relate to, the hit song “Let’s Twist Again” by Chubby Checker.13 The new government opted, however, to keep prostitution illegal.

The loosening of restrictions did not last long after the arrival of American ground forces. The South Vietnamese leadership struggled to find a middle ground between repression and disorder. They pushed against the demand from foreigners for access to sex by upholding a set of desired moral standards through proactive anti-prostitution campaigns, strict intercultural marriage policies, and resistance to venereal disease campaigns, which they feared might be misconstrued by GIs as a sign of legalized prostitution. Even those at lower levels in the government stood up to Americans to an extent, although they typically acquiesced to some proposals as the war wore on. For example, bans on dancing came and went throughout the early war period.14 Nevertheless, many Vietnamese civilians, including peasant refugees who relocated to cities for safety, benefited financially from pursing relationships, sexual or otherwise, with Americans.15 Prostitution offered the fastest means to financial stability, but the unforeseen costs of the industry in terms of economics, health, and security prompted more political and military attention.

When the United States began sending combat troops to Vietnam in 1965, Vietnamese police forces in Saigon had already established a practice of regularly raiding bars and brothels frequented by foreign servicemen. Throughout early fall, nightly raids by Vietnamese police resulted in dozens of arrests of prostitutes and some brothel owners. In contrast, servicemen were simply sent back to their barracks. During an August brothel raid, police caught six women in the act of prostituting themselves. They took only the workers and the bar owner into custody but did not detain the male patrons.16 The placing of blame on the women for the repercussions of prostitution, such as disease, further heightened tensions. The raids, meant to discourage the popular Saigon nightlife, failed to hinder its growth. American money proved too powerful a lure, with many shop owners happy to accept US dollars or military currency. This contributed to the rise of a black market selling sex and goods, in addition to the growing culture of police protection and corruption funded by the inflationary economy. Fear of what might happen after the Americans inevitably left led some to suggest the government needed to enforce its laws more rigorously, but the urgency of financial need overpowered those attempts to make people see the big picture.17

Because of the anti-prostitution stance of the South Vietnamese, the United States reacted differently to the war and sexual relationships than it had in its recent experiences in France during World War II, the occupation of Japan, or the Korean War and its aftermath. American willingness to support Vietnamese efforts to shut down vice in some areas was seemingly opposed to the more open ideals concerning premarital sex popularized by the sexual revolution, but the politics of the alliance with South Vietnam and threats to the war effort caused by disease and anti-American sentiment drove the Americans to support limiting the scope of the industry. General Westmoreland initially allowed American forces to aid efforts to shut down bars in the cities, but at the same time gradually allowed a larger sex work presence around bases. In some instances, the US military helped bar owners move closer to military camps, or reorganized entertainment venues in secure areas like Long Binh, a base built outside Saigon in Bien Hoa to keep troops out of the city.18 The efforts to move brothels out of the cities and institute fines on violators did little to discourage Vietnamese civilians from participating in the practices. They simply relocated along with their patrons. New York Times reporters claimed that bar girls and brothel employees working near the larger bases occasionally received some treatment from the medics to obtain approval to continue selling their bodies to soldiers.

The crackdown on bars and brothels encouraged many to transfer to areas near bases, but most found they could simply return to their original locations along or near Tu Do Street at the epicenter of Saigon’s bar district within a matter of months.19 Foreigners faced little resistance to their efforts to go into the cities for sex entertainment. Vietnamese bar proprietors and madams viewed brothels set up near bases, like the infamous area known as Sin City in An Khe, as infringing on their profits since these brothels were largely condoned and controlled by the US military. The approved brothels required weekly checkups for employees and provided treatment for those infected with venereal disease.20 The “semi-official” brothels allowed by the US military around cities like An Khe and Pleiku failed to become an effective model for stamping out other forms of prostitution nationwide.21 Troops continued to pursue their entertainment in any establishment they visited.

Even if brothels were not overtly sanctioned by the US government, the military still attempted to control servicemen’s actions outside the city centers. Following Fulbright’s “brothel” claims in 1966, South Vietnamese welfare minister Tran Ngoc Lien revitalized efforts to eradicate prostitution with a large-scale operation to “transfer” Saigon’s prostitutes to a “suburban colony,” where they would be “kept in an enclosed area, away from the population and under medical control.”22 In line with the South Vietnamese government’s interest in eliminating vice, the minister predicted that isolation would help eradicate prostitution and provide an occupational purgatory before the women moved on to “earn a normal living.” An Irish nun working at a rehabilitation center in Vinh Long outside Saigon felt that programs like Tran’s were in keeping with the desires of common Vietnamese citizens. She told reporters, “[Prostitution is] out of control now in Saigon and I think the Vietnamese resent it more than anything else about the expanding of the war, more even than the bombing.”23 The profitability of the industry overpowered the moral discomfort, however. Supporters of the trade took part in bold public demonstrations against Tran’s program in the streets of Saigon. Reports suggest that over six hundred Vietnamese protested his plan to move the industry away from the cities where it flourished. They saw Tran’s relocation effort as an underhanded attempt to “legalize” prostitution under state control, stripping profits from individual business owners.

Government efforts persisted the following year when, in December 1967, the new minister of social welfare, Nguyen Phuc Que, proposed a similar plan to relocate the brothels outside city limits. Under Nguyen’s plan, all visitors, including Americans and Vietnamese, would be required to pay a fee directly to the South Vietnamese government.24 As with the 1966 plan, large sectors of the population adamantly opposed the transition. The relocation of sex work outside the city would eliminate the potential of private profits for bar and brothel owners who relied on American spending. With the addition of fees, the owners worried that the government was cutting them out of one of the few profitable options for surviving in South Vietnam’s inflationary wartime economy.

Solving the difficult problem of soldiers engaging in sex entertainment forced the Americans to accommodate some changes in 1967, but they tried to remain publicly quiet on the issue. With troop numbers increasing and Vietnamese officials pressuring them to reduce the negative impact of US servicemen in the cities, Americans set to work building a massive base at Long Binh outside Saigon. Two hundred workers representing a reported fifty thousand bar girls and taxi dancers marched to protest General Westmoreland’s decision.25 His military-directed program, nicknamed “Operation M.O.O.S.E.,” standing for “Move Out of Saigon Expeditiously,” sought to improve relations between the Americans and Vietnamese by providing them each with space.26 Although the program reduced the number of troops in Saigon from 71,000 to 36,000 with plans for further cuts, it failed to eliminate the industry, which continued to flourish in the city as well as in nearby Vung Tau and near the Long Binh complex designed specifically to reduce the pressure of the war on the capital.

The method of separating servicemen and civilians in Operation M.O.O.S.E. marked the US military’s first major effort to use distance as a means of solving nagging social problems. Attempts to end prostitution and shutter brothels continued throughout the war, including a project in March 1972 to close one hundred bars and move them to an area outside the city near the joint American–South Vietnamese Tan Son Nhut Air Base. Saigon’s mayor, Du Kien Thieu, initiated the effort with an order for the bars in downtown Saigon and its Chinatown neighborhood of Cholon to either move or close. By this point, it seems, several of the bars had taken heed of the warnings to leave downtown Saigon, but the industry continued to flourish until the Americans began their drawdown in 1973.27
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Figure 4. An American soldier viewing a dancer on stage. Photograph VAN016879, courtesy of the Lee Hirschel Collection, Vietnam Center and Sam Johnson Vietnam Archive, Texas Tech University.



Enough service members remained in or moved through the cities, however, that bar owners felt their industry was safe even in the wake of M.O.O.S.E. and subsequent separation efforts. Years after Vietnamese eradication efforts gave way to marginally more successful US-led education and containment, a bar owner reflected, “They’ve tried to close us down for years but we are still in business.”28 After repeated failures, businesses no longer feared government crackdowns, only the prospect of the Americans, and American money, leaving town. Mixed civilian reactions to eradication efforts, including protest marches in Saigon, reflect the complexity of the industry’s impact on South Vietnam’s social structure.29 Not recognizing the disadvantages of the growing industry through the mid-1960s, the US military acceded to Vietnamese requests by reducing troop numbers in hopes that it might strengthen the relationship, but at the same time contributed to establishing bars nearer to bases and failed to punish servicemen who violated the laws. The military’s disregard for the Vietnamese legal structures around prostitution exemplifies the war-long struggle to collaborate effectively on social issues.30

The Vietnamese National Archives shed light on the level of concern within the South Vietnamese government by indicating that the elimination efforts extended beyond the day-to-day attempts to clean up cities from brothel raids to transitions, pointing to the desire for a more long-term plan. An undated transcript from a workshop titled “Seminar on the Eradication of Prostitution” describes a hearing in which participants questioned witnesses about their ages and the nationality of the patrons served in bars. The workshop suggests that the participants viewed Americans as the leading source of demand creating the prostitution problem. They highlighted several bars and neighborhoods in downtown Saigon known for employing sex workers and participating in illicit activities.31 Discussants, however, recognized that restrictions against overt advertising for prostitution consistently proved unable to achieve the goal of vice eradication and only sent the industry further underground.32 Still, the focus on social problems remained centered on eradication rather than changing the laws. This persisted despite repeated failures and the thriving corruption culture of an industry known for steep profits tied to the influx of American goods and inflationary spending.33

Reacting to Negative Press

In the United States, public and government concern over the industry remained low. The global press and antiwar movements noted the growing prominence of social issues like prostitution in Vietnam, but Johnson continued to downplay the severity of vice and corruption, fearing they might tarnish the American image abroad.34 The long-standing US tradition of intimately engaging with civilian populations abroad, including the large numbers of World War II war brides and the availability of prostitution after the Korean War, helped his case and caused many to scoff at and belittle Fulbright’s 1966 “brothel” accusation and its repercussions.35 The perceived connections between sex work and police or political corruption resonated more for the United States in 1966 than the pragmatic considerations of venereal disease that eventually took precedence in the eradication campaign.36

Regarding prostitution’s close relationship with corruption, Johnson redirected the media to domestic problems, downplaying the importance of the private actions of GIs. At a rally in Beaumont, Texas, when asked about corruption in Vietnam, Johnson proclaimed, “Certainly they have corruption and we also have it in Boston, in New York, in Washington and in Johnson City. Somebody is stealing something in Beaumont right now.”37 In contrast to the administration’s downplaying of vice, antiwar advocates used the issue in their favor. Democratic senator Ernest Gruening of Alaska argued that corruption in Vietnam was so widespread that “it is shielded by its very pervasiveness.38 For the White House, the goal became not to eliminate the problems but rather to make them “less obvious” to outsiders.39 Corrupt activities including prostitution proved difficult—and in relation to morale, undesirable—to root out. With domestic civil rights and antiwar movements growing, the seemingly faraway social issues appeared more acceptable for Johnson to dismiss.

Anti-American sentiments directly linked to involvement with civilian populations, however, created tensions over how to balance the US-RVN alliance with the practical need to raise military morale. The US military had to reconcile the need to keep troops safe in the face of loose health regulations and anti-American hostility with their belief that prostitution was necessary for morale.40 Once Richard Nixon took office in 1969, advisors in his Vietnam Information Group closely monitored Vietnamese sources of anti-Americanism from protests against troops’ presence in the cities to the rising popularity of hippie culture and the “minijupe.”41 The thigh-flashing skirts represented an abandonment of modest traditional styles in Vietnam that many associated with the more conservative ao dai tunic and slacks. A 1967 report on the health knowledge of prostitutes reported that this trend had not yet enveloped all young Vietnamese women but particularly targeted the generation of city girls coming of age during the war.42

On the ground in Vietnam, and without manpower to fully shut down all transactions, South Vietnamese and American military police worked to limit interactions between civilians and troops. While this was seemingly contrary to the entire point of their presence in Vietnam, advisors worried that GIs in cities presented acute risks to the US Cold War strategy of using psychological warfare to promote Western democracy among local populations. The war economy flourished through the proliferation of a culture of prostitution, drinking, drugs, and corruption. While not all soldiers partook of the available entertainments, enough did to keep the industries profitable. In addition, the combination of alcohol and drugs with service members living on edge and with access to firearms occasionally led to poor judgment, even violence. Violent attacks or negligent harm caused through drunk driving incidents only added to an already tense political relationship.43 Military leadership maintained that prostitution would take place regardless of eradication efforts, but compounding factors made it clear that vice could not grow unchecked.

The public made the logical leap that the behavior of forces in the cities reflected their level of respect for civilians across the country, and mistreatment bred anti-American sentiment and contributed to the necessity of keeping troops controlled in urban spaces. Several contested shooting deaths of civilians around the coastal city of Qui Nhon, for instance, motivated the South Vietnamese minister of national defense, Nguyen Van Vy, to send hostile letters to Commanding General Creighton Abrams demanding that Americans curb the numbers of men allowed into cities.44 The more US servicemen entered cities and villages to visit bars, the greater the risk they would engage negatively with civilians. In addition, he recommended designating certain areas completely off limits, something that cities across South Vietnam had tried different ways since 1967.45 He feared “this bubbled situation may boil into a fiery explosion beyond our control” if civilian protests led to infighting between the allies. GIs feared attacks on brothels, and rumors flourished about undercover National Liberation Front (NLF) guerrillas working as prostitutes or hostesses to launch attacks or obtain information.46 Police in Soc Trang arrested a young woman, Nguyen Thi Nga, in April 1965 for posing as a bar girl to elicit information from helicopter pilots with the US Army’s 121st Aviation Company.47 With GIs letting their guard down in public spaces, and often under the influence of alcohol, women infiltrating bars served as excellent operatives for the NLF. Stories like that of Nguyen’s arrest incited intrigue, but for the military, the primary forms of safety regulations related to venereal disease.

Reports consistently illustrating the repercussions of ignoring how social problems influenced the trajectory of the war undermined efforts by figures like Secretary of Defense McNamara to minimize the impact of the prostitution industry in South Vietnam. In early 1967, General Earle Wheeler warned Congress that venereal disease rates among military men in Vietnam were already ten times higher than stateside. The general expressed surprise at these numbers but admitted that the military’s efforts to reduce the risks were “not eminently successful.”48 The rate of 280.7 infections per thousand men in Vietnam represented high numbers even for the American military. During the Korean War, the rates had grown as high as 193 per thousand in 1952 but remained far lower than those in Vietnam.49 Gavin Hart’s research on venereal disease shows slightly lower rates among Americans, with levels near 230 per thousand in 1970, but reaching 292 per thousand among Australian troops in Vietnam.50 Wheeler placed the blame for these high numbers on the soldiers themselves, suggesting that the large percentage of young soldiers, those under the age of twenty-five, accounted for most of the behavior. He also suggested that troop morality was responsible for much of the problem, arguing that brief military training could not be expected to alter recruits’ desires.

Both medical and social concerns over the repercussions of the booming prostitution industry received more attention in Vietnam than in the United States. The heightened levels of venereal disease brought vice culture and the impact of American servicemen on Vietnamese women to the attention of those who sought a clearer understanding of who these women were. The 1967 study on the health knowledge of prostitutes reported that 50 percent of the roughly five thousand women treated at the Venereal Disease Control Center tested positive. The women seen at the clinic were those who had been arrested by Vietnamese police on suspicion of solicitation. They were then held and treated if necessary. Although the clinic claimed to provide education as part of the treatment, most of the patients were repeat offenders, indicating incomplete or ineffective means of imparting the information to the women and girls who came into the clinic.51 Laws also limited what medical providers could distribute. Likely on account of the prohibition on contraceptive sales, for example, 62 percent of women surveyed reported that they did not use any form of prophylactic while working. Few recognized the symptoms of venereal diseases or understood how they were contracted. Mostly they feared the financial consequences of getting sick or pregnant.52

The study relied on testimony from sixty women interviewed by a female Vietnamese social worker. The use of a Vietnamese woman who was not a government official to conduct the survey increased the likelihood that the women would give honest answers, but the illegal nature of their work may have influenced the results. In addition, the survey-style questionnaire format limited their answers. Nevertheless, the survey still has a lot to offer. It provides useful information on the demographics, the socioeconomic status, and the basic understanding of health care among prostitutes. Only 28 percent of the respondents were over the age of twenty-five, and many were as young as fifteen, a sign of the desperate need many felt at a very young age to support themselves or their families. Those surveyed had extremely low education and literacy rates, with only 2 percent having had more than five years of schooling. Home lives were equally desperate. Most lived in overcrowded conditions with fewer than 10 percent having their own room. Ninety-one percent did not even have running water in the home.

Bar girls and prostitutes created the fantasy image of an unmarried woman catering to the desires of a soldier in need of comfort, but survey respondents rarely fell into this category. Seventy percent reported being married, and 62 percent had at least one child, though the report did not indicate if these children were fathered by spouses or customers.53 Doubts over their long-term prospects for being able to marry and have children worried many of the women. The respondents’ ignorance about the risks of their profession did not mean that they were oblivious to them. Almost all of those surveyed feared contracting a venereal disease.54 As a tangible negative physical and financial consequence of engaging in sex work, disease—and their fears of it—provided US military and civilian aid workers with a receptive audience for their envisioned treatment and education programs.

The 1967 study also offers a look into the mindset of Vietnamese prostitutes arrested by South Vietnamese police in Saigon. They likely worked on the streets and not in brothels, where madams or owners paid bribes for their protection. Throughout Vietnam the sex trade varied dramatically, with uneven access to care or knowledge about repercussions. From bar girls who worked in some of the rare air-conditioned locations in Saigon to alley sex workers or those sold by their families, the diversity complicated the formation of policies and treatment programs. While those working in elite clubs profited greatly during the war, those working the streets often subsisted day-to-day.55 The statistics on health knowledge provided an alarming data set for the American government to digest concerning the percentage of prostitutes who did not comprehend how venereal disease spread or what the symptoms looked like. The lack of control over the industry in Vietnam presented a risk to the health of the numerous soldiers who visited the women for their services. Prostitution, social corruption, and increasing levels of violence spread rapidly throughout South Vietnam, and the hotly debated discourse over the treatment of venereal disease illustrates that both governments took notice.

To maintain a positive image of GI behavior in Vietnam, military leadership considered how to keep the troops safe and happy during their inevitable contact with civilians. Safety risks came in many forms, from the diseases caused by unsafe sexual practices to the security weaknesses caused by the distracted and often intoxicated soldiers. Brothels provided NLF infiltrators with targets that represented both the indulgences of the West and capitalism as well as intimate violations of Vietnamese women by Americans. For US officials, the concern over America’s image abroad played a role in maintaining a safe environment for soldiers. Primarily, the South Vietnamese complained about the impact of the American presence on the economy and daily life, and American officials worried that this resentment could develop into open hostility.56

The potential for prostitution to attract negative attention from allies, antiwar protesters, or communist publications criticizing the behavior of Westerners in Southeast Asia compounded the negative repercussions of US-Vietnamese intimacy.57 The NLF’s Liberation Radio broadcasted reports condemning the industry as a “humiliating scourge” as early as 1965.58 In 1966, Nguyen Huu Duong published a book in Vietnamese titled To Prostitute Oneself: A Social Evil? A Career? A Form of Slavery? debating the varying perspectives arising as a new mass of foreigners moved into a space long associated with French rule in Vietnam, thus linking the Americans to images of colonialism.59 The following year, in 1967, the Vietnamese Women’s Union published another report on the problem. United Press International, a news agency known for its coverage of global civil rights, ran a story on the sharp rise in venereal disease in areas with high concentrations of American GIs. The Vietnamese Women’s Union shared their story and reported on the seemingly unchecked rise in disease in an issue of its anti-American publication Women of Vietnam warning against encounters with foreign servicemen. The reports highlighted the spread of venereal disease and physical abuse of Vietnamese women and girls to illustrate how Vietnamese citizens were doubly victimized by both the war and their military allies.

The spread of venereal disease and its links to prostitution provided useful propaganda against the American presence in South Vietnam. The relationship between disease and prostitution, critics argued, threatened not just the dignity of Vietnamese women and girls but the future of the Vietnamese race. Opponents of prostitution were concerned about both the births of thousands of mixed-race children and the permanent damage to reproductive organs caused by venereal disease. In response to growing unease, sympathetic South Vietnamese took matters into their own hands, holding public forums to discuss how to handle their problems in the future. They established the Committee in Defense of the Rights and Dignity of Vietnamese Women, a domestically developed program to educate women and girls about their options for finding work.60

In the wake of increasingly negative attention, the US military made efforts to establish “friendship councils” to open a dialog between the Vietnamese public on the one hand and the American military command and GIs on the other. The military also limited the number of service members stationed in the cities or allowed out of the barracks. They established recreation facilities for soldiers away from the city centers with pools and athletic spaces to encourage other distractions.61 At the same time, contemporary Western media clashed over the social impact of the war as much as they clashed over the war itself. Some portrayed the industry as harmless, reporting that the prostitutes simply added a fun distraction from the bleak realities of war, while others feared what would happen to the women and girls who pursued relationships with servicemen or worked in the sex trade after the United States withdrew its forces.62

To reach an agreement over prostitution in South Vietnam, the allied governments had to strike a balance between one nation’s concerns for morale and the other’s concerns over morality. Early efforts at collaboration failed to stabilize vice problems. The demonstrated lack of engaged American interest in eradicating prostitution and the industry’s overall profitability prevented its complete elimination. Monitoring local police efforts, the American embassy viewed South Vietnamese anti-vice efforts as a travesty, noting that “the force also ‘protects’ most of [the city’s] bars and brothels.”63 While eradication remained the official party line in South Vietnam, enforcement failed spectacularly. With the Vietnamese government unable to control the behavior of its police force, the American military recognized they should press the issue.

Within South Vietnam, the rise of a “protection” culture surrounding powerful bar and brothel owners allowed sex work to continue to flourish despite its illegality. Over the course of a two-year study, the Vietnamese arrested 604 members of their own police force for alleged misconduct and reported that many received some form of punishment for their actions. Statistics show that of these 604 cases, 286 involved specific corruption allegations.64 While incidents were not limited to prostitution, the United States used the issue of police corruption to illustrate its concerns over the legitimacy and stability of the RVN. From early in the war, determining how to maneuver between internal corrupt practices and external American pressures played a part in the continued struggle over setting South Vietnam’s policies regarding sexual behavior.

In their efforts to enforce the ban on vice industries, however, Vietnamese mayors and police forces occasionally found support among the civilian population. Editors of the Saigon Post reported their concerns as early as 1965 in an opinion piece about what American involvement with Vietnamese women might result in, especially after the Americans inevitably left the country.65 Other civilians reported resentment toward officials connected to corruption scandals, which they believed stemmed from cooperating with the Americans. For one thing, the atmosphere of political instability bred corruption and led to numerous leadership changes in South Vietnamese local politics. In one fall 1967 case reported by the Vietnam Information Group, Vung Tau ousted its mayor, Lieutenant Colonel Ho Nhat Quan, after twenty-six months in office on charges of corruption. The citizens reported a deep distrust for local government during the war, but they blamed the United States’ influence, not the Americans themselves.66 Public concerns over corruption extended beyond high-level dealings in power, money, and real estate to more mundane problems involving licensing, gambling, draft evasion, and prostitution.

The American embassy in Saigon’s 1967 report on the case sheds light of the depth of police corruption through records on the various Vung Tau rackets. In two years of military escalation, clandestine prostitution had infiltrated all of Vietnamese society. Protection occurred on many levels, from dealing directly with the police to paying military security who would intervene in the event of a police raid. In other instances, security men were paid simply to serve as lookouts for police and to oversee the safety of the women in the bars, who risked abuse at the hands of intoxicated customers. Brothel workers in Vung Tau paid military officers or the local police monthly fees for protection to avoid time in jail or rehabilitation centers, on top of the fees for rent or debt repayment to their madams or pimps. One woman complained indignantly about rumors of potential raids, saying: “In this place we are all sponsored by the paratroopers. Every month, each of us pay [sic] them one thousand piasters, and our Madam pays them four thousand. So—how dare the police search here?!”67 Some women were instructed to take policemen as their lovers to avoid trouble, in the hope that the personal connection could help them avoid arrest or fines. During regular prostitution roundups, police could step in and claim a relationship, either familial or sexual, with protected women to prevent their arrest.

The rise of a protection culture around the prostitution industry allowed it to continue flourishing regardless of the seemingly perpetual eradication efforts proposed by President Thieu. The constant undermining of official policy by Vietnamese civilians and police encouraged US patronage of what appeared to be an only nominally illicit industry. Recurrent government attempts to shut down bars and brothels, especially in central Saigon and Vung Tau, failed to impact the profitable culture of sex work for troops stationed in or visiting the rear echelon of combat. Even if law enforcement targeted and closed bars or brothels, illegal establishments continued to resurface throughout the duration of the war.

Faced with newspaper reports and television programs devoted to coverage of the mounting corruption problem, officials failed to make progress in their attempts to clean up, as they saw it, the culture of South Vietnam. Taking a hard line in 1968, Prime Minister, and later President, Tran Van Huong made a controversial attempt to allow for the legal prosecution of corruption crimes. His work, along with similar efforts across the South, contributed to a purge of local police, government, and business leaders.68 His concerns, formerly classified State Department cables reported, likely resulted from the truth the population saw in this statement. Local police often knew best where to find illicit operations, leading some to turn to corruption. Police-involved corruption was highly concentrated in cities with large installations of American forces. In a report to the South Vietnamese government, Senator Bui Van Giai reported that the population continued to distrust the police because of their involvement in the various corruption rings in the cities.69 Paid protection from bars and brothels accounted for a portion of unlawful police activity in cities as far from Saigon as Da Nang. The National Police claimed to be actively engaged in anti-corruption activities, but they had little impact on the prostitution industry.70 Without a concerted attempt to control American GIs and their behavior, South Vietnamese efforts to control and eliminate prostitution failed.

By the early 1970s, Thieu’s focus shifted to the 1971 presidential election and to maintaining a voice in the peace negotiations in Paris. Still, during this period Thieu remained concerned about social problems in South Vietnam, and once again his office called for closing bars, but as in prior years, the efforts ultimately failed to create significant change.71 Prostitution only aggravated the already tense alliance, further weakened by instances like the contested shooting deaths of civilians mentioned earlier.72 Still, inflation provided the primary language for the Vietnamese to discuss the industry in a way the American government would understand. Meeting with Nixon’s national security advisor Henry Kissinger in 1971, Thieu listed three necessities if South Vietnam was to win the war: air support, army support, and long-range economic assistance.73

As we have seen, the American influence on economic inflation directly linked prostitution with black markets. The United States, for the most part, maintained its position regarding social issues, continuing to promote discretion over all else, but found this passive stance increasingly problematic. Concerns related to social issues grew more pronounced as the war continued and were compounded by dire statistics related to death tolls and bombings. The Nixon administration acknowledged that it would need to engage South Vietnamese social and economic polices more directly than its predecessors had.

The Americanization of Social Policies

In the face of rising health, economic, security, and political concerns, along with failing South Vietnamese eradication efforts, the United States military continued its focus on education and treatment. US medics who monitored the effects of prostitution on troops throughout Asia kept their expectations about what politicians and military officials could do to stop it low. At a medical leadership seminar for the different US military service branches in 1966, officers gave a brief synopsis of the problems observed in their units or regions. While discussing whether venereal disease was transmitted from prostitutes to GIs or the other way around, participants at the meeting acknowledged their situation with a sense of futility. One officer, speaking on behalf of the air force, lamented: “For the Air Force VD is a problem. But the Air Force can’t clean up Saigon—the French and Vietnamese together couldn’t do it. We have just accepted it as a fact of life.” In response, another officer settled the issue: “I think that is what we all should do.”74 The exchange illustrates their view that the military could do little to stop prostitution and reinforced the Johnson administration’s decision to intervene as little as possible.

With up to 75 percent of GIs engaging in sexual relations with Vietnamese civilians and disease rates increasing by the late 1960s, however, it became inevitable that the military would have to reassess its training methods on infectious diseases. A study conducted at a US Air Force hospital in 1970–71 reported twenty-five hospitalizations for severe cases of venereal disease over a six-month period, with roughly four hundred cases treated per year in that one hospital alone.75 The US military used soldiers’ repeated, but statistically unfounded, concerns over syphilis as the core of their new training programs. Syphilis represented an average of only 2 percent of all venereal disease cases in Vietnam. Unlike gonorrhea or chlamydia, however, syphilis could not be cured before the patient returned home, and it had devastating, long-lasting effects. This enabled the military to remind soldiers that a single encounter at a brothel or with a street prostitute or bar girl could haunt them for their entire life. Building on these fears, the Department of Defense developed a training film in 1969 to educate soldiers on the potentially traumatic and enduring effects of having unprotected intercourse in Vietnam.76 Closing the bars had failed, but perhaps they could scare the men away from them.

After a trip to the region in 1968, Secretary of the Air Force Harold Brown passed along the information about the shockingly high venereal disease rates among soldiers to Secretary of Defense Clark Clifford, who then passed them to Air Force Chief of Staff General John P. McConnell.77 The information train created a sense of urgency in the State Department to produce a better means of educating the troops about the risks associated with venereal disease. While the “American brothel” had already been accepted in the minds of observers, the persistent rise of disease rates, and the potential implications for military readiness, prodded Department of Defense officials into action. They knew they could not prevent intimate encounters between GIs and civilians, and that many of the conscripted service members would not relate to a message about ensuring military readiness, so instead they chose to focus on the potentially distracting and dangerous personal medical consequences for men in the field.

The film they commissioned, Where the Girls Are: VD in Southeast Asia, promoted abstinence as the safest option for soldiers, but it also stressed the importance of protection for those who ignored their guidance and indulged in Vietnam’s nightlife. The short video follows a young GI, Pete, through the Vietnamese urban nightlife. Officers and doctors have advised him to avoid the scene altogether, but another GI persuades him to visit a bar and then a sauna, where he contracts gonorrhea. Following that encounter, the doctor warns him to change his ways before things become worse. Just as Pete is preparing to move on with his life back in the States and makes plans marry his girlfriend, Julie, the doctor informs him by phone that he has contracted syphilis. The mention of syphilis devastates Pete and his dreams for the perfect American life. We do not know if he has already had sex with Julie, possibly infecting her, or if he simply fears telling her about the disease she would inevitably contract should they marry. The film ends on a note of uncertainty about Pete’s future, but the viewer senses that he will likely be spending it alone. The film’s campy portrayal of bars and military life aside, the military hoped this updated training video would force GIs to face the possible repercussions of their sexual behavior.78

In addition to the pressure to create a system of venereal disease identification and treatment in South Vietnam, the United States sought to manage R&R sites across the country. As with their campaign against prostitution and venereal disease, the military hoped that shutting down some R&R sites would improve security as well as sexual and social politics. They targeted the corruption-ridden R&R sites in Vung Tau for potential early closures in 1970.79 Since their attempts at education had failed to create any meaningful change, American military officials needed to explore alternative suppression options. The simplest method, separating service members from prostitutes, mirrored earlier Vietnamese eradication efforts without the legal structure.

To fulfill the sexual desires of GIs while reducing tensions with the South Vietnamese government, the Americans began to promote out-of-country R&R destinations over iconic Vietnamese locations like China Beach.80 Not only were locations like China Beach a social risk because of the clandestine nature of prostitution in Vietnam, but also they created strategic targets for attacking Americans who might be otherwise distracted. In the aftermath of the 1968 Tet Offensive in particular, service members found their ability to enter and have contact with civilians in urban spaces in Vietnam limited by security personnel.81 R&R locations in Thailand offered safer options as well as a legal prostitution industry that attracted many servicemen on leave.82 Better still, married men were encouraged to spend their leave in Hawaii, where they could visit their wives.83 Promoting foreign R&R locations worked as a pressure-release valve for the building tension between the United States and South Vietnam.

To better control venereal disease rates in Vietnam, preventive medicine units (PMUs) were assigned to limit the spread of communicable disease, and USARV (United States Army, Vietnam) officials responsible for command health experimented with strict “off limits” periods for urban spaces.84 PMUs in Vietnam could take jabs at their own service, with one veteran remembering: “Both units [the Twentieth and 172nd PMU] were somewhat irreverently M*A*S*H-like. It was standard for all military units to stencil their identity below the windshields on their jeeps. For a short time, the 172nd … had ‘CLAP CONTROL’ on their jeeps until the combat command that was over [at] the Pleiku base objected strenuously and forced the removal of that from the 172nd jeeps.”85 In Da Nang, officials lifted restrictions for one month to track any changes. Previously steady rates of roughly 150 monthly cases of venereal disease infections among service members spiked to 500. After the restrictions were reinstated, the rate dropped to 250 cases the following month. The correlation between GI-civilian contact and venereal disease demonstrated the popularity and morale benefits of wartime intimacy but also the risks. Infection rates remained low as long as the men avoided contact with urban women and girls, linking disease to the local population in their minds. US officials thus focused sexual policy in Vietnam on female health and cleanliness.

Vung Tau developed a similar reputation to Da Nang. In a 1968 survey trip to the area, Petty Officer First Class Blair Sheire, working in the epidemiology section of the Twentieth Preventive Medicine Unit, reported on the steady stream of bar girls who solicited him in bars and along the streets. When he refused their offers, some simply moved on to another man in the bar, while others taunted him. Cryptically, and likely with a bit of tongue-in-cheek humor, Sheire concluded that the survey proved “interesting” and recommended regular follow-ups.86 One year later, a similar trip report showed that venereal disease rates had increased threefold in just three months. The memo, from Captain William Fisherman of the Medical Corps, recommended keeping records for each case reported. His suggestion was rejected, but the reports of rising disease levels encouraged medical officers to push for some change. Fisherman noted that a doctor in Saigon and the senior advisor for MACCORDS (Military Assistance Command, Civil Operations and Revolutionary Development Support) planned to meet with and seek approval from local government to provide free medical treatment for Vietnamese nationals.87

Debates over social disruption weighed on the alliance between the United States and South Vietnam, already strained from mutual distrust during the fledgling peace talks. Throughout the Nixon era, American policy makers took a more active stance than their predecessors toward finding solutions to social problems in the slowing war, but their methods met resistance from Vietnamese politicians. On August 21, 1969, Nguyen Van Tinh, the mayor of Vung Tau, boldly replied to American requests for easing prostitution regulations and demands for more venereal disease treatment programs with a curt memo standing his ground. In his statement, he reiterated that the Vietnamese government forbade sex work, and thus the solutions proposed by the American Civil Operations and Revolutionary Development Support (CORDS) advisors to monitor the practices “cannot be realized.”88 He also firmly condemned the actions of US Medical Team number twenty, which had entered local establishments to pressure snack bar girls into seeking care. The team reportedly questioned working girls and even “examined their vaginas” for signs of disease. For the Americans, the checks represented safety and modernity, while the Vietnamese official clearly saw the exams as an intimate violation of the women and a sign of off-handed disregard for Vietnamese laws.89

Local health procedures for licensing restaurant waitresses, bar girls, and hostesses provided a potential means of monitoring women likely to offer sex as a service without overtly identifying them as prostitutes. In the late 1960s, American development officers saw a way to use this process to their advantage. The Vietnamese government required service industry workers, like bar girls, to obtain sanitation permits similar in principle to a food-handling license. Many bars in South Vietnam, however, did not even serve food but simply used the term “restaurant” to circumvent legal restrictions.90 American military and aid workers viewed the permits, and the required medical examinations, as a means of controlling the spread of diseases among women and girls not working near bases. Lawrence Swain of the American pacification CORDS program proposed issuing new versions of sanitation cards to anyone working in service industries, since many were known prostitutes.91 This version of the card would require regular visits with a doctor to check for illness or venereal disease, and the doctor would mark the card for those who were free from disease. Women and girls who failed their medical exam would have their card revoked for the duration of their treatment.

The mayor of Vung Tau doubted the assertion of an American medical specialist that bar owners and bar girls appreciated the examinations and treatment performed by US medical teams. Rather, the mayor asserted, their interference in bar culture had created a “bad rumor … that all manpower and facilities of the RVN Public Health Service have been utilized to protect health condition for US militarymen only and not to protect the local Vietnamese people as majority.”92 For the most part, this seemed true. The Department of State’s Agency for International Development (USAID) eventually worked out an agreement to send in a female envoy to provide information that might help Vietnamese women take a more active role in politics and the economy, but this occurred months after the signing of the Paris Peace Accords and the start of troop withdrawal.93 During the years of active conflict, protecting the health of US servicemen took precedence in managing sexual behavior. Venereal disease seemed best contained by stopping its spread at the source, which the advisors’ previous experiences and experiments in Da Nang and Vung Tau incorrectly suggested comprised only the women.

Despite their efforts to keep relations with the South Vietnamese government positive, the Americans’ focus on the health and security of their own troops did not outwardly discourage service members from having relations with civilians, nor did it encourage locals to cooperate with eradication efforts.94 Resisting the power of the industry, Vung Tau’s mayor continued his protests against the idea of sanitation cards for months, reiterating fears of violating the constitution.95 As the allies talked past each other, the Americans moved boldly ahead with some of their initiatives, like building a venereal disease clinic in the Le Loi Hospital in Vung Tau and hiring a joint American-Vietnamese team to treat infected patients. They opened the clinic in the hospital located directly next door to the barracks of the military police, who oversaw many of the prostitution cases from the American side.

By March of 1970, the mayor acquiesced to the growing pressure to allow the licensing of service workers in the name of public health. Reports in April that the Americans had previously considered making the entire city “off limits” likely spurred his decision, as the impact on the local economy would be severe.96 He began revoking the license cards of sick hostesses and accepted the more organized system of monitoring prostitution in Vung Tau. Still, the mayor had reservations about the decision. Under pressure to approve the measures, he attended a special meeting in March 1970 where he continued to express his opposition:


I agree that I can issue what paper I want, but any paper must indicate its well-known purpose. Please be careful to avoid some misunderstanding that local authorities are publicly authorizing prostitution among stewardesses, which is unconstitutional … Now, I think we can agree to make additional issuances of Public Health cards for stewardesses, because it is legal in principle and our goal is to control diseases; but it will make different sense for US/Allied troops who practically mistake public health cards for “prostitution cards.” So, please think over the matter to avoid any misunderstanding that we are legalizing prostitution. Our purpose is good, but the public can understand it differently.97


The decision to institute and enforce sanitation cards predicated on venereal disease examinations created an opportunity for Americans in Vung Tau. The plan not only established a dialog with local leadership to discuss sex work but also tied in with their efforts to negotiate sexual politics in a way that accomplished their goals of reducing disease while not overtly violating Vietnamese laws.

In the southern city of Can Tho, a similar debate between the US military, USAID, and Vietnamese city officials over the institution of sanitation cards boiled over in 1971. USAID officials working through friendly Vietnamese channels received permission to open a venereal disease clinic, to the dismay of Dr. Le Van Khoa, the minister of public health for the region, who resented the Americans’ correspondence with Dr. Luu Huu Loc, the chief of anti–venereal disease efforts, who did not have the authority to sign agreements. Like the mayor of Vung Tau, Khoa stressed that prostitution remained unconstitutional in Vietnam, and the links between disease and sex work placed clinic employees at legal risk. In addition, Khoa objected, in a letter dated June 26, 1970, that closing bars in Can Tho to “teach Vietnames [sic] peole [sic] a lesson” about the role of Americans in sustaining the local economy was a “big dishonor of [the] Vietnamese people.” Khoa suggested to American officials that they step up control efforts amid Vietnamese pressures to close American-endorsed clinics. By switching the focus from venereal disease to communicable diseases, clinics in Can Tho could examine snack bar girls every sixth months as part of their regular health exam.98 American pressure for change appears to have been more effective, however, as two weeks later, Khoa sent a telegram asking the minister of health in Saigon to issue a decree for an allocated “[pilot] place of anti VD in Can Tho” and copied the American CORDS official in the region.99 As in Vung Tau, only through a prolonged process of negotiation could the United States and Can Tho reach an agreement over every element of the prostitution problem, from what to label it to how to negotiate government restrictions.

The institution of sanitation cards and communicable disease clinics marked a few moments of compliance between the two governments, but ones in which the United States took a more active role. Significantly, US CORDS officials attempted to work with local governments like that in Vung Tau or Can Tho to handle the most detrimental repercussions of prostitution, at least from the American perspective: disease. Venereal disease remained rampant through the end of the war, but its existence provided government and military officials with a way to discuss the problem of prostitution without directly challenging the Vietnamese constitution. Managing venereal disease instead provided both sides with a loophole to better control the full impact of sexual encounters between the two populations. The longer the war went on, the less clear it became when it might end. When the United States put out a more rigorous effort to hinder prostitution and all its effects, they found the Vietnamese willing to concede on certain issues but overall committed to their de jure anti-prostitution stance.

Prostitution remained a constant threat to health, security, and even morality as well as a source of recreation throughout the war. The scenes reported in the Saigon papers in the days following the signing of the Paris Peace Accords in January 1973 suggested a sense of despair among those who had capitalized on Saigon’s role as a GI playground. According to the journalist Charles Mohr: “Vice is a depressed industry in Saigon… . The charm is gone.” Bar girls reportedly gathered together on the roof of the once illustrious Continental Palace Hotel, where they had worked since the government shut down many of the bars in downtown Saigon. The group watched as their primary source of income and protection against strict morality laws flooded out of the city to return home.100 As the decade-long conflict that turned American politics and Vietnamese life upside down began to draw to a close, reports in the popular press on the fate of prostitutes illustrate how severely initial efforts to limit the effects of Americans on South Vietnam had failed.101 Fulbright’s fear of “fatal impact” seemed not too far from the truth for those who had previously supported themselves on the war economy.
In the wake of Fulbright’s “brothel” claims in 1966, South Vietnam and the United States struggled for years to find a balance between fighting a war, stabilizing social problems, and maintaining the power dynamics of their alliance. Disagreements between the allies rooted in deep-seated cultural beliefs and pragmatic necessity led to an unexpected foreign policy dispute as state and non-state actors attempted to negotiate their stance on intercultural sexual intimacy in urban spaces. Despite conflicting points of view on acceptable public behavior regarding Westernization and related inflationary problems, Vietnamese civilians engaged in intimate relationships with US servicemen, whether through acts of prostitution or through long-term committed relationships resulting in marriage, and these relationships represented a threat to tradition, local authority, and the legitimacy of the state. As the war progressed, the impact of open wartime sexuality also created undeniable threats to public health, urban security, and international politics.

South Vietnamese officials, however, held their ground in relation to the way American GIs interacted with civilians. Where Americans sought morale building, the Vietnamese sought to follow a morality-based constitution, and where Americans sought discretion to ignore social issues, the Vietnamese sought eradication. Repeated failures and limited solutions marked their efforts to cooperate across such conflicting points of view. Forbidding soldiers to hire prostitutes not only represented an unrealistic goal but also risked dealing a serious blow to troop morale and an exceedingly powerful vice culture.102 In their efforts to sweep aside the initial characterization of Saigon as a brothel, US policy makers overlooked a significant element of the war’s culture, and their subsequent struggles to handle the problems illustrate the power of intercultural relationships during wartime to create foreign relations obstacles.

The opposing approaches to venereal disease treatment and the Americanization of social behavior exemplified shifting views about the social and cultural elements of warfare. The efforts to repress the sex industry had significant and lasting day-to-day impacts on the lives of service members and civilians who participated in the Vietnam War in the rear echelon of combat. By the end of the 1960s, Washington recognized that it could no longer sweep the “American brothel” aside. Reworked training materials, stricter limitations on boundaries, limited R&R opportunities in Vietnam, and the imposition of education and control programs by US military and aid workers on Vietnamese civilians marked the Americans’ revitalized efforts to limit the negative effects of an industry that was so effective in improving morale. With the RVN unable or unwilling to enact significant change, the Americans pressured their ally for changes they approved of to control prostitution. But the industry proved far more critical to the maintenance of daily military operations than Americans, from congressmen to journalists, initially believed.






Chapter 4

Love and Companionship

In 1971, an honorably discharged veteran wrote an emotional letter to President Nixon pleading for support to reunite with his fiancée, Kim, and their infant daughter. The soldier had met Kim in Saigon while on leave during his army tour in Vietnam and had fallen in love. They pursued a devoted relationship, had a child, and intended to marry. He had expected to bring Kim and their daughter back to the United States once he finished his tour, but the immigration process was keeping them apart. The complex paperwork and mounds of bureaucratic red tape took longer to complete than his tour, leading him to return home alone.1 He quickly lost touch with them when sent a world away. In the letter he pleads with Nixon to help find Kim and reunite his family. With only a name and a year-old address, he hoped that someone might be able to expedite the visa process and find out if both were healthy and safe.

The letter arrived on Nixon’s desk at a point in the Vietnam War when transnational antiwar movements were demanding accountability for America’s social impact in Vietnam. It came along with a stream of others asking him to support Amerasian orphans and other relationships and marriages between GIs and Vietnamese women divided by military policies and immigration politics. The administration recognized the stark distinctions between these personal cases and the more prominent struggles to manage the illicit prostitution industry. Nixon’s staff forwarded the veteran’s letter and marked it for a personal reply from the president. By engaging with soldiers directly, Nixon might demonstrate his interest as part of what can be considered an effort to improve public diplomacy for the benefit of those observing the war around the world.2 The archival records on this case stop here, however, as the document includes no follow-ups.3 Many other personal stories about returning home from Vietnam crossed Nixon’s desk, and the disorder in South Vietnam in the early 1970s led to many unhappy endings. Service members who wanted to maintain their relationships needed to put in significant work for there to be any possibility of achieving success. Not all relationships had to include romantic or sexual elements to have an impact on the world’s perception of American behavior abroad. Non–sexually intimate relationships, including friendships and workplace partnerships, are also included under the umbrella of service member–civilian social encounters.

The United States and South Vietnamese governments and militaries responded to relationships between GIs and Vietnamese that occurred beyond the brothel, including dating, cohabitation, marriage, and parenthood, through the establishment of complex laws. Non-sexual relationships play a role in this discourse too, since many officials shared a heteronormative view that any interactions between GIs and members of the opposite sex might lead to an eventual relationship and needed to be monitored. Navigating romantically committed relationships, which were not deemed necessary to morale in the same way as prostitution, proved particularly difficult for young couples. Women hoping only to date or live with service members in exchange for companionship, protection, or money could face harassment or stigmatization. As many women engaged in these relationships were still labeled prostitutes, or opportunists at best, obtaining legal marriage meant facing considerable challenges posed by both governments, including racial barriers, bureaucratic fees, long lines, and the need for multiple ceremonies, and even after dealing with all this, couples still met with uncertain results.4 In other cases, couples navigated the bureaucracy successfully before the GI completed his tour, married in Vietnam, and happily returned to the United States. Military rank and financial stability often contributed to success.

Stories like that of the soldier who never reunited with his fiancée and daughter, however, occurred throughout the war with service members struggling to bring home the woman they fell in love with while serving abroad. Reflecting on the 75 to 90 percent of men who served in the rear echelon during the Vietnam War, in what Meredith Lair has described as a space where GIs “labored in supporting roles, out of danger, and in relative comfort,” the number of loving or committed relationships that were formed makes just as much sense as the boom in sex workers.5 Couples hoping to remain together, however, faced a long, and sometimes purposely complex, legal process. In contrast to the “war brides” of World War II, women in Vietnam did not receive the same rights and ease of access to a US visa or path to citizenship.6 Changes in immigration policies in 1965 limited the prioritization of spouses of service members which Congress adopted after 1945. In addition to enforcing stricter American immigration policies, and in line with their stance on other social issues like prostitution, US officials wanted to work with the Vietnamese and abide by their laws before allowing engaged couples to apply for marriage in the United States. Ignoring Vietnamese law would only reinforce anti-American perceptions that the RVN’s supposed ally harbored colonial intentions. Concerns on both sides over dating and marriage were heightened by the prominent sex industry and the large number of orphaned children fathered by American servicemen. Relationships outside the brothel proved to be just as complicated and risked similar negative impacts on US public diplomacy by undermining the Americans’ purported goal of protecting civilians from the threat of communism.

The structure and realities of intimate relationships beyond the commerce-driven world of sex work drove Americans to consider how their interactions had evolved from the most casual of exchanges to the most intimate and legally, or biologically, binding. Through addressing the legal alongside the illegal, it becomes clear that US-RVN policies regarding dating, marriage, and paternity were just as fraught with disagreements as policy on prostitution. Tensions arose on account of the previously discussed expectations about the sexuality of Asian women originating from colonial representations, and the challenges that surfaced when Americans were faced with Vietnamese laws attempting to establish political legitimacy and values seen as incompatible with Western influence.

War and Intimacy

Laura Ann Stoler asserted in 2015 that scholars’ definitions of “intimacy,” including her own, were either misinterpreted or, worse, inherently flawed.7 To best comprehend the intimate, she argued, we must be aware of the deeply personal context of each relationship we study. She laid out additional criteria to help reach a clearer understanding, including keeping our focus on the line that exists between the social and the political in order to conceptualize a hierarchy of the intimate as a power struggle. Finally, she suggested, scholars must be particularly aware that the intimate is not exclusively—if at all—the sexual. The sexual, however, has, for many scholars, been the most important venue for understanding gendered power relations.8 Recognizing that intimate contact extends beyond sex offers a different perspective on both intercultural and gender relations during the Vietnam War.

One of the most compelling elements of studying intimate contact during the Vietnam War, and all wars involving allied occupation for that matter, is the competition between political powers for the hierarchical control over society. By taking control over elements of social politics in Vietnam, especially the sexual elements, the United States asserted itself as a dominant figure not only over the civilian population but over the RVN as well. If we wish to understand the political significance of sexual encounters, however, addressing non-sexual intimate spheres of military-civilian relations provides a broader lens through which to interpret the political setting of wartime sexual policies between the United States and the RVN. Adding the meaningful stories about relationships between domestic workers and American civilian women adds greater context to the romantic relationships between GIs and civilians.9

Examining the structure of relations between servicemen and civilian Vietnamese women hired to work in support of the military’s needs, including those doing housework like laundry or cooking, reveals some of the complexity of these relations. Domestic workers did not typically offer sex as part of their services. Military bases hired civilian women to do laundry, clean, and cook for the troops because of the lack of time and the affordability of the labor. Women and girls thus had access to US bases during non-curfew hours to work, creating space for friendships and relationships to develop.

The proximity also created a space where the workers could see beyond the curtain and gain insight into the outsiders. Cynthia Enloe states in Bananas, Beaches, and Bases: Making Feminist Sense of International Politics that a laundress who works on military bases typically develops “her own thoughts about what the military personnel on [a] base are doing with their deadly weaponry, but is careful not to express her political thoughts out loud.”10 Their proximity makes them privy to information other civilians would not have access to. Enloe argues: “Every military base depends for its operation on women occupying a range of social locations, performing quite different roles. To make visible that gendered base system, one must take seriously the lives and ideas of the military base laundress, the military wife, the woman in prostitution in a disco just outside the gates, a woman who is paid to sneak on base to have sex with a male soldier, the military enlisted woman and woman officer, and the woman who has become a public critic of the base.”11 The examples Enloe offers apply well to the case of Vietnam. She describes female base workers as one of at least four types of civilian women and girls that servicemen would have contact with in the course of base life but clarifies that none of the groups of women likely viewed one another as allies. Rather, they were all merely surviving. In the process, their efforts contributed to vital day-to-day operations during the war.

Whether employed on or off bases, the women and girls hired by the US military to clean house for the troops found themselves working with close access to service members, for better or worse. Single officers serving in the rear echelon could choose to live off post, and many hired housekeepers to do their cooking and cleaning.12 Sometimes the arrangements included an expectation of sexual contact, similar to employing a concubine who performed sexual and domestic duties as part of her services, but many of the men simply sought affordable labor to maintain their apartments. In some cases, relationships between employers and employees blossomed without prior arrangement. These encounters occurred as the result of close contact and were more likely related to human nature than to the nature of war.13 Proximity and privacy also created settings in which employers could take advantage of unequal power relations, leading to instances of assault. Cases of foreign employers forcing themselves on their housekeepers, and stories about maids offering sex as part of their service, created a perception among Vietnamese citizens about the types of young women who might accept jobs with Americans.14

The shared space between housekeepers and Americans living in Vietnam established a form of prolonged intimacy that was unfamiliar to service members living on bases and only visiting bars and brothels. The relationships often worked to humanize the other, a connection that Americans serving on the front saw as completely foreign to their experience of the war. To find that sense of domestic comfort, some GIs attempted to keep girlfriends in the cities who balanced domestic chores with sex. In her memoir, Le Ly Hayslip, who married an American herself, describes her sister’s experience with soldiers who paid for her to stay in their apartments as their girlfriend.15 The relationships that developed out of these interactions were often deeply personal and far less mechanical than encounters at bars and brothels.16

The companionship element of the GI-housekeeper relationship also contributed to deeper intercultural perceptions of the other. These interactions were typically less problematic than those in the bars, since meeting a girl for a short time, the term used for a one-off sexual episode, was not the goal. Relationships formed outside the sex-for-hire industry posed different types of non-illicit intercultural intimacy challenges for foreign relations and war making, since the governments could not simply outlaw friendship, dating, or love. When arrangements between GIs and housekeepers led to accusations of rape, however, the situation became far more complicated.17

To balance the relationships forged between service members and civilians, the military promoted interactions between Vietnamese women and Western servicewomen and wives. While less common because of the limited presence of foreign women, these female-to-female bonds helped promote different paths of employment for Vietnamese women and girls in the hope of reducing the likelihood of their turning to sex work. These encounters offer a unique perspective into how the two cultures viewed each other. Between 1965 and 1967, there was a notable presence of Australian wives living along with their spouses in Vietnam, where they could both keep their husbands in check and support civilian causes. When the 1968 Tet Offensive brought the war to the streets of Saigon, Australian forces required noncombatants to leave the city. Proximity allowed Australian women, unlike their American counterparts, to travel with their diplomatic service husbands before the proliferation of urban attacks.18 Few American wives ever made it to Vietnam after 1965, and those who did typically had a job of their own or were married to Foreign Service officers with permanent posts abroad. Like sexual encounters, the relationships between Vietnamese and American or Australian civilian women developed out of mutual need. These interactions illustrate how non-sexual intimacy during the Vietnam War contributed to the war’s legacy through the impact of social programs run or staffed by civilian women.

When entire families traveled to Vietnam, they also typically hired a household worker to cook and clean for them at a nominal charge. Embassy workers all had housing staff to look after their needs, leaving spouses in a new country, typically without work or domestic duties.19 The relationships that developed between Western women and their housekeepers show a different kind of intimacy than existed in the relationships between Vietnamese hired women and American men, as Western women replaced the men’s expectation of sex with ideas regarding work ethic and questions about cultural beliefs. While the relationships between military wives and local women varied, just as the sexual encounters did, both foreign and Vietnamese women who wrote about their experiences all expressed a mutual curiosity about how their fellow women lived in their respective cultures.

The American writer Wendy Wilder Larsen expressed in her poetry how the curiosity between women was intertwined within the culture of sexually explicit encounters between GIs and Vietnamese happening all around them. On the surface, the men were what they had in common, but over time, the relationships between some of the women took on deeper meanings. After she completed her Master of Arts degree from Harvard University, Larsen moved to Vietnam in 1970 to be with her journalist husband. Trained as a teacher, she befriended a Vietnamese bookkeeper, Tran Thi Nga, to help her overcome the language barrier so she could work with students.20 The two collaborated on a poetry collection, Shallow Graves: Two Women and Vietnam, to tell the parallel stories of Western and Vietnamese women negotiating the war from inside Vietnam. Larsen explored not only the lives, and often the suffering, of bar girls but also the intimacy that occurred between women. The poems shed light on Larsen’s and Nga’s experiences with American servicemen and Vietnamese, including their treatment of the conflict in the press and their lives on the edge of war.

Larsen’s reflections as an American wife on her life in Vietnam offer readers the opportunity to look past the clash of cultures they often associated with the American presence to examine instead the universal similarities ranging from material desires to childbirth. In one poem, Larsen describes how her Vietnamese housekeeper stole her underwear out of both curiosity and need. When the woman’s “deserter husband” could not take her to a hospital when she experienced pregnancy complications, Larsen brought her. During this encounter, Larsen noticed that the housekeeper was wearing her “missing silk underpants.”21 In other poems she reflects on her encounters with a young woman suffering from an unwanted pregnancy. Larsen explores daily life in vivid glimpses of everything from the weather to the lack of proper gynecological care for women. She even includes the voice of her husband, who responds to the deficiencies by joking that women coming to Vietnam should “B.Y.O.B.G.Y.N.,” or bring your own obstetrician-gynecologist.22

Both Larsen and Nga point to the social problems tied to the war when assessing its impact on civilian life. Larsen compares the struggles in Saigon to those described in William Blake’s 1794 poem “London,” about changes purported to be for the good of society. She includes what she identifies as a student’s response in which the student shares the desire for a “traditional and peaceful Saigon” that could not survive amid “bar-girls in mini-skirts,” “jazz music,” “far-away cannons,” “garbage,” “corruption,” “refugees,” and poverty caused by the war.23 In turn, Larsen’s co-author, Nga, writes in “The Americans” that while the allies came in with plans to help, their presence only caused problems: “Their soldiers slept with our women./Their generals patted our generals on the heads/as if they were children.”24 Her depiction of the condescension of the American military leadership toward the Vietnamese leaders gives an interesting insight into Western feelings of superiority. On the issue of corruption within the military and police ranks, Nga writes, “Everyone was in on the deal.”25 Their poems complement each other well, with the women remaining divided by their national perspectives but expressing similar unease over the pervasive themes of social disorder. Civilian foreign women saw Vietnamese women in a different light than did soldiers or diplomats, but their encounters were overshadowed by the broader realities of war.

Like the wives of Australian diplomats,26 Larsen reflected that her awareness of the desperation in the war-torn city existed a world apart from her personal experiences as a Western housewife. She knew that her position as an outsider living a privileged life meant she could never fully understand the lives of Vietnamese women turned upside down by the war. In her poem “Consciousness-Raising,” Larsen writes:


Saigon was a natural place

to start a consciousness-raising group.

We were eight women

all wives of journalists.


The poem recounts how, together, the women sat in a “hot small room” to discuss what she thought of as frivolous arguments about why girls wear pink and boys wear blue. Larsen frames this memory to show how insignificant her daily conversations were in the larger scheme of the war:


Outside, a peasant woman

driven into the city by the bombing

slept in the street

on a newspaper

a child pulling at her breast27


Their proximity to war put the differences into sharp focus for foreign women like Larsen, who wanted to help their fellow women but faced the realities of an entrenched culture of war-manufactured corruption by the early 1970s.

The discourse over the intimate in Larsen’s poetry illuminates how the gritty underworld of prostitution and corruption failed to capture the depth of GI-civilian experiences. Both cultures found themselves changed by their interactions, as in Larsen’s account of the woman who stole her silk underwear, which shows how something she took for granted was an object of envy in Vietnam. Larsen’s ability to aid another woman in her pregnancy also demonstrates the willingness to work together and the kindness often shared between the cultures. Nearly all young South Vietnamese women living in urban spaces from 1965 to 1973 experienced some form of personal encounter with Americans, whether those relationships were sexual or not. While this book focuses primarily on the sexual, these non-sexual relationships illuminate the mutual cultural interest and emotional power inherent in the non-sexual ones.

On a state level, the United States and the RVN negotiated civilian women’s mobility in society through programs targeted at supporting women impacted by the war. Vietnamese archival records show that a reciprocal concern about women’s social issues entered into the US-RVN foreign relations discourse as early as 1966 or 1967, acknowledging that women suffered in unique and visible ways during the war.28 The Agency for International Development allotted $9.5 million VN for a “Refugee Relief—Women’s Training Program” in October 1966 to train and supervise 135 female camp workers in Vietnam to address this problem.29 The women worked for the provincial staffs of the RVN’s Special Commissariat for Refugees. Their focus included training for “areas of health education, home economics, personal and social problems, and maternal child care.”30 The objectives of the program included responding to the “special need” of women and children forced from their homes and living in temporary settlements. Developed in the months following Senator Fulbright’s “brothel” debate, this program represented one effort to engage with Vietnamese civilian women beyond the brothel. Indeed, it offered an avenue to guide Vietnamese civilian women into lines of work not dependent on the American presence.

American military women serving in the Women’s Army Corps (WAC) also participated in developing new opportunities for Vietnamese women. The formation of the South Vietnamese Women’s Armed Forces Corps (WAFC) created pathways for women to learn new skills and contribute to the war effort. Photos collected by the WACs show a variety of training scenarios, including performing highly physical airborne training as well as prenatal exams.31 The welfare division of the WAFCs hoped to relieve some of the pressure felt by families. The WAC summarized the unit’s mission as “to look after the soldiers’ dependents. They operate maternity hospitals, kindergarten and elementary schools, distribute clothing and food as needed, assist dependents in burial of dead soldiers and get them (dep.) [dependents] relocated and see that deps get benefits (death gratuities).”32 As Heather Stur has argued, the fact that “the corps’s members were in the South Vietnamese Army but doing ‘women’s work’ illustrates one of the ways in which the Vietnam War expanded gender roles without completely transforming them.”33 WAC Lieutenant Colonel Judith Bennett, the senior advisor for the WAFC, described how capabilities such as English language skills distinguished women for officerships.34 The growth of the WAFC after 1965 opened pathways for women into the national police forces, the “People Self-Defense Forces,” and “Revolutionary Development” workers. A researcher for the Vietnam Council on Foreign Relations, Phung Thi Hanh, estimated that by 1970, over a million South Vietnamese women worked actively in national defense.35

The strikingly high numbers of females working in legitimate military agencies with advanced training still failed to shift the sexist narrative of many observers, who continued to view Vietnamese women and girls as either corrupt or corruptible. A 1971 US congressional inquiry revealed how the association of Vietnamese women with vice could be used to defame the employees of American organizations. The investigation into the alleged improper behavior of an American supervisor, Joe Ahee, at the National Training Center in Vung Tau, and the alleged illicit activities of his employee, Pham Thi Xuan Hue, resulted in an inquiry that challenged their personal attitudes and business practices as well as Hue’s sexual behavior. The investigation began as the result of an unsigned letter sent to Hue’s mother and her husband, who was serving in the Vietnamese Air Force, on behalf of the local Vietnamese Employees Committee complaining that Ahee’s treatment of employees created an atmosphere of fear.36 To further defame Ahee’s character, the letter alleged that his business practices included the illegal buying and selling of goods facilitated by his female assistant, Hue.

Hue’s role in the case is of particular interest. Ahee hired Hue to work as the primary buyer for the National Training Center. In the letter, the Vietnamese Employees Committee showed particular concern over a woman receiving this position of power. To discredit her reliability with money, the letter also points out that she came from a poor socioeconomic background.37 Unhappy that she had chosen to make regular trips from Vung Tau to Saigon to expand her available sources of supplies at more favorable prices rather than doing business locally, the writers denounced her as manipulative and authoritarian. They condemned her decision to turn away from previous suppliers as “dishonest activities.”38 In addition to these faults, they ultimately pointed to Hue’s sexuality as her most damning attribute, accusing her of serving as a prostitute to get ahead in her work and secure better deals.


[image: An American WAC helps a Vietnamese WAC trainee learn to hold a flag in formation on August 8, 1966. Two fellow Vietnamese trainees stand to either side smiling.]

Figure 5. Vietnamese WAC training, 1966. Courtesy US Army Women’s Museum. Credit: Vietnamese WAC Training, August 8, 1966, box 137, US Army Women’s Museum, Fort Lee, VA.



They made charges against Hue that pointed to relationships with many foreign men to tie her in with the worst repercussions of the American escalation on the Vietnamese economy. “Thanks to crook activities,” they alleged, “illegal transactions and relations with Americans, Koreans, Filipines [sic] and even ARVN high ranking officers, she and her family gets rich of millions of piasters. She is specialized in PX items which are carried back to her home by her foreign boy friends. Informants and neighbors comment very badly about her. Briefly, she is a kind of crook and international prostitute girl just good to dupe foreign victims.”39

The US government opted to drop the charges against Hue and Ahee, since the letter writers had a significant amount to gain from replacing the pair. It would have greatly benefited the accusers if the Americans had hired employees who would purchase goods for the National Training Council locally, so we cannot know for sure what merit the claims had. Whether the accusations against Hue were true or not, by placing her sexuality at the center of the claims, the incident illustrates how accusations of sexual promiscuity with foreign men made Vietnamese women vulnerable to harassment. Hue’s connection with an American-led program and her ability to profit from it made onlookers suspicious and resentful. Her decision to snub local businesses in her purchasing only intensified their scrutiny. Vietnamese women and girls faced constant accusations against their character throughout the war as rivals used allegations of promiscuity to undermine them.

Suspicions over American motives overshadowed many of the United States’ efforts to nation-build in Vietnam. Simultaneously with the Americanization of sexual and social policies, the Nixon administration also took heed of calls from advisors to increase employment-training programs. These programs for Vietnamese citizens sought to Vietnamize the national military and economy. In October 1970, however, the war correspondent Richard Tregaskis wrote to ask for a meeting with Nixon to share his concerns after a trip to Vietnam. He had observed the programs and felt that they were largely failing to achieve their goals. He reported that only 150 Vietnamese were receiving employment training and licensing per week.40 Nixon’s advisor for communications, Herbert Klein, brushed off Tregaskis with an assurance that the president would be informed and thanked him for his concern. The requested meeting with Nixon never occurred. With the employment-training programs and other efforts failing to make any major impact on the state of affairs in South Vietnam, Tregaskis recognized the missed opportunity to promote a positive image of intervention. As the war dragged on, international scrutiny fell on all forms of intercultural relations, whether sexual, social, or political. The diverse anti-American sentiment kicked up by corruption, failures in nation building, economic inflation, and the prolonged nature of the conflict raised the suspicions of onlookers and made genuine long-term relationships between GIs and civilian women difficult.

The relationships formed during Vietnamese women’s daily encounters with American service members, Foreign Service families, the Department of Defense, and the Department of State offer insight into different forms of intimacy forged outside a sexual transaction. Still, the possibility of sex overshadowed the way everyone from outsiders to their peers viewed their employment. Soldiers hired Vietnamese women and girls to perform cheap labor on military posts, not to perform sexual transactions, even though in some cases this close contact led to sexual relationships, dating, or sexual assault. Anti-American propaganda encouraged women to work against the “imperialists” in the cities at any cost, putting them in a difficult position between Westerners who questioned the intentions of Vietnamese women and Vietnamese who felt the encounters exposed women and girls to coercion.41 Keeping in mind that personal relations of all kinds faced constant scrutiny from both Americans and Vietnamese onlookers helps frame the public and government reactions to more explicitly sexual intercultural relationships including dating, marriage, and paternity. Accounts of interactions with friends, household workers, WAFCs, and office workers reveal the closely related experiences of working for foreign allies and engaging in relationships with them as a reflection of the war’s intrusion into Vietnamese life. Recollections from Vietnamese citizens offer a different perspective.

While sexual relations may not be inherently intimate, the social perception of them as such led many to see relationships between GIs and local women as a threat to Vietnamese culture, if not an attempt at a social form of neo-imperial domination. Often, soldiers and their significant others overlooked the anti-Americanism inherent in these fears, which created risks to the Americans and increased support for the North Vietnamese and their supporters in the South, the National Liberation Front (NLF). Just as with the French decades earlier, dating, marriage, and paternity represented a more long-term threat than prostitution. When relationships moved beyond the justifiable morale-boosting category of sex work, they drew concern from both governments. The United States and the RVN attempted to limit committed relationships through a series of regulations, but couples easily bypassed loopholes in the system. In addition, the two sets of policies often worked against each other. While neither government prohibited consensual relationships between adults outside the sex trade, their respective policies indicated a shared goal of limiting or preventing what they thought of as potentially problematic behavior.

Dating and Cohabitation

American military personnel stationed in cities often carried on long-term relationships with civilian women in Vietnam. Every veteran I spoke to while writing this book, whether officially or in casual conversation, seemed to know someone who took an apartment off post to live with a woman or otherwise maintained a generally monogamous relationship throughout his time in country. Memoirs also consistently describe relationships that could be viewed as long-term when compared to prostitution. Jim Stewart, a retired military policeman, reflects in his memoir that despite the prohibition on “living in other-than-government facilities” in the army housing directive, GIs simply ignored the rules. Stewart, who moved in with his partner Mai shortly after they met, claims that the enforcement of the regulations was “nonexistent.”42 Michael Herr refers to a situation involving a pilot he encountered named Davies who kept his belongings in his assigned bachelor enlisted quarters at a Cholon hotel but actually lived with a woman he called his “wife,” named Hoa.43 Herr places quotation marks around the word “wife” to indicate that Davies may not have officially married the woman. Nevertheless, not only did Davies financially support Hoa, but also her immediate family shared the apartment. In another indication that they may not have been legally married, Hoa continued to work as a bar girl, “out hustling Saigon tea,” to bring in extra money. Herr implies that she may also have been working as a prostitute.44 The cultural differences and language barriers between servicemen and their girlfriends created these types of ambiguities. Monogamy seemed a fluid concept for many couples, and personal relationships were not always separate from bar work.

Soldiers took girlfriends for all the reasons one would expect. They sought companionship or a sense of normalcy, or just wanted a warm body to come home to each night without going to the brothels. Each consensual relationship was different, some leading to love while in other cases couples used each other for mutual gain, exchanging companionship for material comfort. Over the course of the war, open relationships in cities like Saigon became more common and acceptable both socially and legally. Wendy Larsen describes the whimsical side of these relationships in her poem “Pidgin,” in which she depicts a couple, an American and his Vietnamese bar girl girlfriend known as Twiggy, who can communicate only through broken pidgin English. What her poem recalls is their shared giggles and their affinity for taking Polaroid pictures of each other.45 They visit her for dinner as a couple, not restricting their affair to the bar or the brothel. This couple, like many others, could communicate only in limited ways, but desire or love brought them and countless others like them together in relationships throughout the war.

Offering a Vietnamese woman’s perspective, Le Ly Hayslip reflected during an interview in 2016 that Vietnamese women engaged in romantic or physical relationships with Americans generally fell into three categories.46 Women in the first category worked as base housekeepers or in other roles that did not require much education. Many of these women had children or otherwise needed to rely on an American for necessities because their husbands were away serving or had been killed in army service. Women in the second category generally lived in the cities and had received an education. They worked in professional jobs, clubs, or hospitals. Many recognized that they would not be able to marry Vietnamese men and looked to Americans for romantic relationships or financial support. The final category included the highly visible population of prostitutes in the cities who exchanged their bodies for money.

In her memoir When Heaven and Earth Changed Places, Hayslip presents her sister Bich as a woman in the second category. Bich had American boyfriends who provided her with money and gifts in exchange for her maintaining an apartment for them while they were serving out their tour. Bich also worked in a bar, since the men she lived with regularly left Saigon for combat operations, leaving her bored and short of expendable income. For many women, living with an American, or several, offered a more desirable alternative to street or brothel prostitution. Hayslip recalls the striking image of Bich returning to visit her family village from Saigon dressed in provocative clothes and makeup.47 During a conversation with Bich about beauty products and Western clothes, Hayslip learns that her sister is also working for the NLF and uses her appearance to get close to American military men. Bich tells her that there is a “difference between real prostitutes and women who simply looked like prostitutes to please their men.”48 Hayslip did not want to be either.

Hayslip’s other sister, Lan, worked as a “tea girl” in a Da Nang bar where the women peddled to soldiers iced tea priced like whiskey. Tea girls split their income with the bar owners for mutual profit or to repay debts. In addition to working in the bar, Lan also had American boyfriends on the side. Girls from the surrounding villages resisted going into prostitution for fear of shaming their family and instead took on other jobs like bar work to earn money.49 Hayslip recalls one instance when her sister had to choose between “honoring her father,” who had traveled to the city to see her, or “pleasing ‘her man,’ ” an American soldier who wanted her to have sex with him when she returned home.50 Faced with a difficult choice that might cost her her livelihood, Lan felt forced to pick her boyfriend and the associated financial support. She left her father waiting behind a curtain. Many of the American GIs provided an income or paid rent that allowed their girlfriends to move into more private apartments, away from their family or the bars they may previously have lived in. Perceived dependence on their relationships for this way of life contributed to a Westernization of clothing and behavior for women living with Americans. These changes divided families and communities, which felt they disrespected their heritage, and piled onto the discontent many Vietnamese felt about foreign military men disrupting local culture.51

Reminiscences by Americans about living with or dating Vietnamese women also point to the pushing of cultural boundaries. In the case of soldier Eric Karlson, his love affair with a prostitute who used the name Nina contributed to his decision to abandon his post and go AWOL.52 Karlson met Nina as a client on what he remembered as his quest for sex across Vietnam. He started to make regular visits to see her at work and purchased her services for longer periods of time. Eventually the US officer who ran the brothel stopped charging him to see her, recognizing that they had formed a relationship.53 Prior to his own love affair, Karlson reflected that he understood how “an American falling for a gook could be a problem.”54 He thought most American men fell for women only for the sex, recalling that Vietnamese women “sure know how to take care of a man.” Karlson felt betrayed when Nina ended the relationship to continue working in the brothel. His long-term relationship with Nina threatened her procurer’s business, which points to the divide in independence that existed between the women and girls who worked exclusively as “tea girls” and brothel prostitutes. She likely received pressure to end the relationship from brothel organizers, since offering her services for free would obviously limit their income. Pimps and madams looked for ways to trap women like Nina into service to avoid losing them to relationships.55

One should not assume, however, that all love affairs began in brothels. Jim Stewart’s bittersweet story of falling in love with an eighteen-year-old Vietnamese woman named Mai offers a different type of love story. Stewart’s work as a military police officer in Saigon put him in a position to see Mai pass by on a motorbike one day. He flagged her down for a conversation, which began their courtship.56 After their first date, the relationship quickly escalated, and he moved into Mai’s apartment in the city. She assumed that Stewart had another girlfriend in the United States, since she had seen servicemen come and go before. To prove his commitment, he chose to renew his tour in Vietnam and stay with her.

Despite their monogamous relationship, local police regularly harassed Mai and Stewart when they went out together, even for seemingly mundane acts like trying to share a ride in a taxi. Vietnamese police stopped the couple and accused Mai of being a “V.C.,” short for Viet Cong, the derogatory term for an NLF spy, and took her away to jail.57 Similar accounts surface in other stories about women who dated GIs. American MPs received specific guidance not to pay bribes to the South Vietnamese police for the release of women, but Stewart cared far less about the long-term repercussions of funding a corrupt police force than about freeing his partner. Because of the realities of war, however, it took over a day and significant bribes from both Stewart and Mai’s family to buy her way out of jail. For South Vietnamese police, intercultural dating could be easily portrayed as a threat to the local public, and corrupt officials used this as a means to profit from couples like Mai and Stewart.58

The harassment did not limit the eagerness of servicemen to take apartments off post. Even soldiers fighting on the front often stayed with girlfriends when they returned to the cities for short leaves rather than staying in the barracks.59 Cohabitation relationships differed significantly from couple to couple, ranging from basic exchanges of money for relative comfort and a steady sexual partner to fully committed monogamous couples with children seeking licenses to wed. The inability of officials to paint the relationships as prostitution, and the elimination of Vietnamese arranged marriages in favor of self-selected marriages by the 1959 Code of the Family, made them legal. At the same time, the 1959 code also made the practice of concubinage illegal. Living together while engaged in an active sexual relationship outside of wedlock went against Vietnamese moral standards, but it never proved to be enough of a problem to spark significant legal changes. Even if money was exchanged in the form of housing, food, or gifts, cohabitation was not prostitution and was legal with the appropriate military permissions or licensing by the early 1970s.60 Traditional American and Vietnamese family ideals both viewed men serving as the breadwinners as normative, so the practice did not push the ideals too far. Only the fact that most relationships occurred outside of marriage seem to have raised eyebrows for government officials. The laws on both sides appear to have been weakly regulated and rarely upheld. Prewar regulations regarding concubines were out of date and impossible to manage in the wake of escalation. For foreign relations, the issue of cohabitation, like prostitution, tied soft power relations together with security. Servicemen living openly with women in Saigon created targets for NLF attacks or monitoring for intelligence. Under this chaotic system, officials manipulated couples by collecting bribes, coercing women, or otherwise using fear tactics to maintain a sense of power.

Public expressions of affection between US servicemen and Vietnamese women appear to have threatened some members of the Vietnamese city police, who harassed women seen in public with American men. The relaxed social laws after the coup that overthrew Diem left some Vietnamese confused about what constituted legal behavior in this regard.61 The post-coup government in the South quickly invalidated or otherwise ignored many of the morality laws but, after US escalation, discovered it needed to reinstitute some restrictions.62 Corrupt police found an opportunity in this confusion to profit from the relationships. In some instances, police required “tips” or bribes to clear the women of the accusations and allowed them to go free. Dating, however, did not violate Vietnamese law in the way that prostitution did. Cases of police harassment grew so severe in the later years of the war that the Capital National Police Command (CNPC) in Saigon released a notice to Vietnamese police regarding the legal rights of women in an effort to limit illegal bribery. The fact sheet “Police Harrassment [sic] of Vietnamese Girls Riding With Americans In Taxis” warned police that women and girls were not required to show “Cohabitation Certificates” in order to date or even live with Americans.63 Likewise, the police could not request a marriage certificate to prove the couple had a right to be out in a taxi together, since this was not covered by the law.

The report, translated and distributed to American servicemen for reference by the MACV Office of Information in 1972, laid out the legal rights of couples and advised Americans not pay any bribes to the police. It maintained that Americans did not need to file for government-issued cohabitation papers, which had “a particular status recognized by Vietnamese law” and were not required for any Vietnamese woman to date or live with an American. Not only did the fact sheet clarify the legality of dating, but also it included the social observation that it was not “improper for a Vietnamese girl to ride in a taxi, walk on the street, or accompany American men to public or private places.” Furthermore, “any Vietnamese female including prostitutes has a right to accompany men—either Vietnamese or American—in taxis or elsewhere, without the threat of police harrassment [sic].”64 The stipulation that “any Vietnamese female” had the right to accompany Americans illustrates how local views shifted against the eradication of prostitution late in the war. In addition, the comment that it was not “improper” to date Americans pointed to a previous perception that the behavior would be seen as such, leading the Vietnamese to adjust their laws, or at least the interpretation of them. Removing the stigma from the relationships proved far more difficult. Vietnamese women recalled that families and friends viewed interracial couples in a negative light and pushed back against any marriages to foreigners.65 The harassment fact sheet revealed a shifting focus toward legal couples, indicating that prostitution represented only one type of socially troubling GI-civilian personal encounter, and thus broadened the scope of interactions Americans needed to be aware of when addressing GIs’ needs in public diplomacy.

Throughout the war, Vietnamese police retained the right to conduct searches of all persons in the name of national security. While police could not require civilians to show their marriage or cohabitation papers, since neither was required by law for a woman to be out with an American, they could ask for personal identification cards.66 Just as with bar girls, maintaining a current ID was critical for all civilians hoping to remain in the good graces of local police. In its instructions for servicemen, the CNPC also warned that the women might be working with the police, and under any circumstances, Americans should refuse to pay out of pocket for any fines levied against them. Instead the CNPC suggested that GIs ask to be taken to the police station to meet with an American officer, which would cause most corrupt officers to drop illegal harassment attempts. The harassment fact sheet also included a page written in Vietnamese explaining to women how to respond to police questioning if stopped for riding with US servicemen in taxis. Above all, though, the fact sheet stressed that soldiers should support the military’s desire to work with the Vietnamese to maintain an amicable alliance.67 Corruption within the local police forces, however, kept MACV and service members on edge about what exactly was and was not legal behavior for soldiers living among civilians.

The culture of having “girlfriends” in Vietnam meant something different to each person. For some, the relationships were serious and monogamous, for others simply a source of comfort for a few days. Whether for an active duty service member or a contract employee working abroad, love and war became such a commonplace combination in Vietnam that laws prohibiting public fraternization slowly dissolved or became unenforceable. The fact that racially targeted harassment against couples resulted in MACV directives advising on how to interact with police and the legal limits for dating indicates that the military took the social behavior of their soldiers seriously, whether they had hoped to devote attention to that area or not. It became too difficult to monitor the number of Americans dating local women when, as one USAID epidemiologist reflected, “we all did.”68 Like prostitution, the pervasive nature of human relationships forced the military to acknowledge the encounters. But without the pressing links to the increase in disease and violence, they had to settle for a more limited response.

Marriage Bureaucracy

Marriages to Vietnamese women presented an entirely different set of issues for both governments, as well as for those seeking licenses to wed. The end of World War II and the rise of an early Cold War nuclear family ideology had driven up the number of married military personnel. In 1940, army families numbered only 67,000. By 1971, that number had risen to over 500,000, including a total of 1.7 million dependents. The family researcher E. James Lieberman noted that the growth forced a shift in the military’s treatment of families and an abandonment of the old adage “If Uncle Sam wanted you to have a wife, he would have issued you one.”69 Married soldiers, officials likely hoped, would be happier and less likely to engage in relations with prostitutes while abroad.

During World War II, GIs brought home an estimated 125,000 brides from their tours in Europe.70 Congress passed the War Brides Act on December 28, 1945, to facilitate the admission of wives into the United States.71 The first of five laws passed in the immediate postwar era regarding wartime marriages, the act eased the process by which brides and their children could enter the United States. The laws stayed in effect until the mid-1960s, gradually admitting more brides, and eventually even fiancées.72 The problem for GIs arose when they attempted to take Asian brides, who were barred from entry by a 1924 anti-immigration law that, in order to promote a nativist vision of the United States, expanded existing anti-Chinese immigration policies to most of Asia.73 While the War Brides Act opened up marriage to European women, Asian brides required an act of Congress to be granted approval to return to the United States with their husbands.74

Congress excluded the Philippines from its restrictions because of the unique colonial relationship between the nations, but as populations of Filipino migrants increased in California, they too faced resistance. Paul Kramer’s work on race and US foreign relations with the Philippines covers this complex relationship, relating an incident in which a judge designated Filipinos as Mongolians in 1925, using this logic to annul interracial marriages previously allowed under a 1921 exemption.75 Controversies over nativist overuse or misuse of immigration and interracial marriage laws led to scrutiny, especially for those in the military, who were more likely to meet a spouse abroad, but change came slowly. Finally, a 1952 ruling overturned American laws barring Asians from immigrating to the United States, opening the door to marriage in the East.76

Following the Korean War, and into the occupation period, tens of thousands of Korean women lived in “camptown” settings, which provided American soldiers with easy access to women.77 As with Vietnam, relationships beyond prostitution developed and led to marriage. The large numbers of GI marriages with Korean women alarmed military officials. They had previously seen the unions as what the historian Susan Zeiger summarizes as “a national responsibility for the U.S. to shoulder, a conduit for international understanding, or a reward to American soldiers,” but were later deemed “ ‘immature’ and ‘improvident.’ ”78 They dissolved programs designed to support brides applying for entry into the United States. The withdrawal of support worked to some extent, and the number of military-civilian marriages during Vietnam fell far lower than the World War II numbers.79

Racism largely shaped immigration policies that placed Asian brides on a more difficult path to marrying American service members. During the Second World War, the Pacific theater, including Japan and China, developed a reputation as deployment areas where GIs often married local women. These brides were not permitted to return with their husbands until the passage of the 1946 Chinese War Brides Act and the 1950 Act on Alien Spouses and Children.80 Congress proved more flexible here than in the policies enacted immediately before escalation in Vietnam. Unlike during World War II and the postwar occupation era, Vietnamese newlyweds could not apply for war bride status. Laws changed again with the passage of the 1965 Hart-Celler Immigration and Nationality Act, opening pathways but not ensuring entry. The Hart-Celler Act focused on family reunification and merit rather than the “race-based policies” that shaped immigration in the first half of the twentieth century.81 As Zeiger argues, despite the elimination of guarantees for entry, American GIs in Vietnam still managed to marry locals at rates on par with those from the First World War.82 While Vietnamese were not targeted directly in anti-miscegenation laws in the way that Chinese, Mongolian, and Malay peoples had been, the othering of Asians in marriage laws left them vulnerable to racist legislation until Loving v. Virginia struck down anti-miscegenation statutes as unconstitutional in 1967.83 Over the decade of American combat forces serving in Vietnam, the military approved roughly eight thousand marriages. Some service members simply opted to wait until after their discharge to circumvent the military application process, which involved time-consuming paperwork, but those attempts also risked failure, since veterans would have to use their own funds and apply outside the military system, which at least offered a pathway to a visa.

The US military attempted to work with the RVN on marriages between soldiers and civilians to maintain positive foreign relations over the issue of personal relationships. Although they disagreed over the validity of prostitution, both nations felt that high marriage rates were contrary to their interests. Both race and the Cold War culture of suspicion regarding communists played into each country’s resistance to the marriages. The US military hoped its process would ensure that the unions involved genuine feelings, since officials suspected that bar girls working as undercover North Vietnamese or communist spies might manipulate service members.84 MACV directives also insisted that couples fulfill all requirements under Vietnamese law before applying for a visa from the US government.85 This procedure served two purposes, ensuring that Americans remained respectful of South Vietnamese laws and customs while enabling the slowdown to be used as a deterrent against the marriages. The long duration of the process, compounded with prohibitive financial costs, proved a particularly challenging hurdle for a typical service member to clear during one deployment.

Within Vietnam, race also played a role in the resistance to marriages, in addition to views regarding marriage traditions and emigration. Prior to Diem’s 1959 Code of the Family, Vietnamese marriage traditions centered on a system of arranged unions.86 Following the division of the country and the passage of the code, however, the RVN adopted the stance that marriages should take place out of love.87 Madame Nhu hoped the laws would give women greater mobility and more rights in society. They also opened up the possibility of more marriages to outsiders. Even within small villages, the rates of arranged marriage fell to only 20 percent of the total during the 1960s and to under 3 percent in the 1970s.88 Still, women wishing to marry men not selected by their family needed to request permission to do so or disobey their parents outright.89

Although South Vietnamese government officials passed laws and visited villages to encourage a new outlook on marriage, many continued to follow the moral principles that had long existed within their religious and social culture. When I asked about the influence of Nhu’s morality policies on young girls in the villages, Le Ly Hayslip laughed and said her Confucian upbringing had shaped her far more than a politician coming in to tell her what her values should have been.90 The actions of the younger Vietnamese showed that they were more open to deviating from traditional values to pursue love and opportunity, but they did not always connect the shift to government initiatives.

Older generations struggled to adapt to the changing social and marital norms more than the youth. Kim Norrell, the daughter of a laundry owner in Saigon, had difficulty persuading her family to allow her to marry an American she loved, since they believed “good girls just don’t go out with GI[s].”91 Norrell, and thousands of others like her, challenged tradition to pursue love—or safety—beyond Vietnam. While Norrell’s story appears to be the more common one, founded on love, families in desperate financial straits did recognize that a relationship with an American could offer security. A New York Times article that ran in August 1965 told of a Mr. Thinh and his daughter, whom he sent out to work as a hostess in the hope that she might meet and marry an American soldier, or at least live in relative comfort with one until he returned home. He spoke of the success that others had had in sending their daughters to the cities to meet Americans, and in turn gaining wealth and security for their families.92 Whether relationships were based in love or convenience was difficult for outsiders to judge and contributed to the air of suspicion around romantic encounters.

Marriages were perhaps the most politically significant form of GI-civilian sexual relationships apart from prostitution. Applications for marriages increased in line with the overall progression of the war, yet only about eight thousand couples successfully completed the process. The US military maintained strict policies to deter hasty marriages, and legislation like the Hart-Celler Act raised immigration hurdles. The possibility of marriages for profit, manipulation, or access to the United States with no intent to pursue the relationship concerned Americans and inspired the policy changes that took place for service members. In 1966, American officials added language pertaining to “security” to the marriage application process, requiring women to undergo background screenings and penalizing service members if any possible security threats were discovered.93

The fears translated to the American public as well, with many looking at divorce rates for evidence that a bride had used a soldier just to obtain access to the United States. Divorce rates alone did not offer a clear reflection of cause, however. Some separations were spurred simply by the fact of coming to the United States, living life together outside the conditions of war, or untreated PTSD. A 1967 brief reportedly compiled by two US Army medical staff members investigated service member marriages and their outcomes. Findings about the general study shared in Jet magazine reported a pattern that many service members who married Vietnamese women were “sexually inhibited” and “bitter” about American life and women, possibly leading to their struggles.94 Citing the same report, the exposé Saigon After Dark noted that of the approximately six hundred GI-Vietnamese marriages between June 1964 and November 1966, 20 percent ended in divorce as soon as the Vietnamese wives arrived in the United States.95 Reports of these quick dissolutions bred skepticism among Americans concerning the intentions of foreign brides and the viability of their marriages. Divorces only increased the level of scrutiny on interracial couples by the American public.

Memoir accounts provide some of the best insights into the scrutiny placed on marriages. Duong Van Mai Elliott, a US-educated researcher for the RAND corporation, was clearly not a bar girl seeking a quick escape from Vietnam when she told her family she wanted to marry her American boyfriend and colleague, the historian David Elliott. Her family was still suspicious of their relationship, however. Her father told her bluntly that if she “married an American, everyone in Vietnam would take [her] for a whore.”96 In turn, she worried about the impact of their marriage on her husband’s career and hoped he would be able to continue government work. The two married in Saigon after much resistance from her extended family. She recalled fondly that David Elliott was able to persuade the family to accept him because of his pedigree and his manners, and especially his Vietnamese language abilities.97

Le Ly Hayslip’s experiences as a Vietnamese single mother who worked in clubs and sold black market goods to support her family offer an alternate perspective on the same resistance to American-Vietnamese marriages. Unlike Elliott, she had no family nearby to impress. Hayslip dated a few American men during the war and faced harassment and risk of arrest.98 Eventually she met and entered into a committed monogamous relationship with an older civilian contractor named Ed. They shared a home, and he helped care for her son. Together they had two more children. Like many Americans who found love in Vietnam, Ed payed expensive bribes and underwent extreme scrutiny while he worked to obtain the necessary paperwork to marry Hayslip and bring her and their children back to the United States with him.99

The difficulty of the marriage process often created considerable headaches for those seeking multiple layers of civil, military, and government approval. Hayslip’s marriage to Ed took roughly a year to finalize. The couple spent approximately $300 to $400 for various bribes and paperwork. As a civilian contractor, Ed had the time and money needed to complete the process both for the wedding and for the adoption of Hayslip’s son Jimmy. Hayslip found that she needed to purchase forged birth certificates for herself and her son, a document that few Vietnamese possessed but that the marriage paperwork required. Women who could not read or write, and those hoping to marry enlisted men with less control over where they were sent while in country, found even greater difficulties.100

In contrast to the social stigma and personal struggles faced by Hayslip and Elliott, other “war brides,” including Kim Norrell, recalled the process more positively. All three women wrote about their initial marriages to American men in Vietnam from the perspective of someone who was in love with her spouse and excited about beginning a new life together. Norrell’s story follows a trajectory that differed from that of the other two, however, as her husband was not an older military or Foreign Service officer but rather a young man working in army Intelligence. As in most accounts on the subject of marrying American soldiers, time and paperwork proved to be the most significant challenge for legalizing the marriage. She spent five days a week for nearly six months working to complete the necessary forms and tests, from urine samples to police reports.101 Many Vietnamese women were unaware why they needed so many credentials to enter into marriage. Like Hayslip, Norrell had to undergo mental and physical exams and produce documents, including a birth certificate, to complete the process.102 She did not have any children from a previous relationship or an arrest record, and this likely helped her complete the process in a relatively short amount of time.

In spite of the challenges of satisfying three bureaucracies and their ever-changing rules, those with enough money and desire could navigate the process successfully. MACV determined the American side of marriage regulations for service members during the war. In 1971, as Nixon was drawing down ground forces, new laws went into effect for marriages between RVN citizens or Australian civilians and service members.103 MACV changed previous regulations allowing service members to apply for permission to marry when they had less than 150 days remaining in their tour. reducing the window to their final ninety days. For the military, spouses represented a potential distraction and a liability for service members.104 Race also played a role in how fast American bureaucrats processed applications even though it no longer had an official impact on immigration policies. If the proposed marriages were between GIs and US citizens or Australians, MACV offices sometimes fast-tracked the approval, but for citizens of the RVN or other nations, couples reported that they faced more resistance to their requests.105

Complaints likely reached higher powers, who chose to funnel all applications after 1971 through one office on the American side. Chain of command dictated that any applications approved by the local Vietnamese government and the American officers was then sent to MACV headquarters for final consideration. Officials hoped this new process might reduce the risk of bribes or other corrupt behavior on the ground by limiting the number of hands through which the papers passed.106 In addition to American laws, Vietnamese officials required statements that showed the women were not already married and that they had maintained the vague qualification of “good conduct” for their “entire period of residence in Vietnam.”107 After the applicants obtained a legal marriage through the Vietnamese government, MACV encouraged them to hold a religious service in their preferred faith to finalize the union. Only after completing the exhaustive marriage process could couples visit the US embassy to discuss the potential for the spouse to return with her partner.108 The American fear of communism meant that the families received no guarantees, but the exhaustive process required to reach this point usually prepared couples for the interviews.

MACV regulations could not promise a successful marriage, but they ensured that couples, in a test of their dedication, had already overcome considerable obstacles to obtain their license before reaching the United States and beginning the path to citizenship. Stories about covert spies tricking soldiers into marriage for access to the United States reinforced American concerns about the blurred lines between allies and enemies in South Vietnam. Soldiers received training in remaining constantly vigilant toward civilian populations, and issues like marriage created considerable concerns not just in terms of security in the war in Vietnam but as part of the broader Cold War that framed it. For Americans, successful marriages had the potential for positive outcomes, demonstrating the joy and collaboration possible between service members and civilians in their support of a nation fighting to stave off communism. Within Vietnam, marriages had negative connotations for some who felt that the Americans were coming in to corrupt women and girls, or worse, turn them into prostitutes and then marry them or leave them behind. Whether the unions ended in divorce or remained happy, for many Vietnamese women, marriage to an American offered their best chance for starting a new life in the United States. As a foreign relations issue, resistance to interracial marriage finally presented the Americans and the RVN with something to agree on in their discourse on the social front.109

Friendship, dating, cohabitation, and marriage have received considerably less attention in postwar representations of the Vietnam War then miniskirt-clad bar girls and prostitutes. Marriages and children created lifelong connections to the conflict that remain important reminders of the war today for many families. The roughly eight thousand soldiers’ brides who emigrated from Vietnam have helped create networks to build communities and homes for refugees in the United States. Through the influential work of brides after the war, more Vietnamese had the opportunity to reunite with their families or escape oppression.110 The children of American fathers and Vietnamese mothers also linked the two cultures and provided a catalyst for later collaboration.

From a policy perspective, illegal practices like prostitution presented officials with an easy target not afforded by dating or marriage. Service members who maintained successful relationships beyond the brothel gained a far more intimate perspective on the allied culture, but this closeness also brought risks. The potential that brides might be attempting to infiltrate the United States or, conversely, flee a collapsing Vietnam threatened the public image of each of the allied governments. Concerns over non-clandestine relationships drove the Nixon and Thieu administrations to rewrite laws attempting to control the social and sexual lives of their citizens.

The popular memory of the war that centers on combat and prostitution might represent the most vivid images of GI-civilian sexual encounters, but the relationships that occurred beyond the brothel offer a glimpse into a complex world of military-civilian interaction. From non-sexual relationships shaped by the presence of American or Australian women to concerns over cohabitation and government restrictions to limit marriages, the encounters forced the United States and its allies in South Vietnam to once again take a stand on policies regarding social and sexual behavior. Resistance to the desires of American servicemen and South Vietnamese civilian women to engage in long-term relationships also points to the underlying distrust within the alliance. The US government made the wives of diplomats and high-ranking officials leave Vietnam as the war grew more violent after the 1968 Tet Offensive, cutting short the relationships between foreign wives and local women. American WACs worked closely with South Vietnamese WAFCs through the end of the war. Dating and marriage continued in earnest through 1973. Some soldiers reenlisted to remain with the women they loved, while others left the military to work in Vietnam as civilians in order to avoid the military rules and regulations.111 To pursue love, soldiers took extraordinary measures to negotiate the layers of bureaucracy created to hinder them.






Chapter 5

The Policing and Policy Problems of Sexual Violence

Sexual violence, unlike other attacks on civilians, highlights the unique gender and racial factors that sometimes led the military to address assaults that took place during raids or combat operations while largely ignoring attacks near military posts or cities as unrelated to the war. The proximity of soldiers and civilians created conditions in which soldiers could perpetrate isolated attacks on local women, and the failure of the US military to prosecute the crimes further drove a wedge between the allied societies. Even more than the brothel and bar girl industries, sexual violence and coercion provided ammunition for anti-American and RVN press. While publicly protested in Vietnam, attacks on South Vietnamese civilians remained largely invisible to the American public. The My Lai massacre brought the subject of attacks against civilians to light in the American collective consciousness, but that coverage failed to lead to broader coverage of sexual violence, primarily perpetrated against women, by soldiers on all sides, in all areas touched by the war. Furthermore, the acts called the ideological justifications for the war into question and placed the allied governments at odds over how to manage conflicting sexual and social mores. The US Code of Military Justice prohibited rape, and leadership warned troops of the detrimental effect such acts had on America’s image abroad, but officers rarely pursued courts-martial for accused soldiers. While relatively few assaults took place in comparison to consensual relationships, those that did occur serve as vivid reminders of how the actions of individuals in war threaten the perception and goals of the institutions they represent.

US military record keepers did not consider assaults taking place in the rear echelon instances of war rape, leaving highly publicized attacks like that in My Lai among the few in which rape is named in the official prosecution records. This distinction on the American side held little meaningful value for the Vietnamese public. Comparing prosecution records with restricted day-to-day police records reveals that scholarly estimates regarding rape during the war are skewed too low and are too focused on combat rape. Perpetrators committed rape outside the field of combat in domestic and social surroundings, weakening relationships with their civilian allies. The disconnect between occurrences of violence and the likelihood of prosecution created a climate of distrust between the local public and the military, providing ammunition for opposition movements. Whether in the field or behind the lines, sexual violence enabled anti-American groups to portray their enemy as ruthless and insincere in their propaganda campaigns. Uncovering the regularity of rear echelon sexual assault helps us understand the Vietnamese response. Combat-related attacks constituted only one form of civilian-targeted violence. Lovers’ spats turned physical; drunken soldiers mistook bar hostesses for prostitutes; men refused to pay sex workers for their services; peer pressure led soldiers to join in on crimes of opportunity; and in some cases, perpetrators deliberately planned and executed rape. Distinguishing combat troops from the larger number of soldiers stationed in the rear echelon, as Meredith Lair argues, helps reveal the boredom and expectation of entertainment common to many GIs, who struggled to come to terms with their role in the conflict.1

Scholars have examined sexual violence during the Vietnam War by exploring postwar representations or situating the accounts as proof of a military culture of unchecked violence.2 The scholar Nicola Henry contends that “rape has the curious and somewhat paradoxical status of being considered both an ‘unspeakable’ and ‘inevitable’ crime.”3 The unspeakable nature of rape provided an excuse for not discussing sexual violence and its impact on war, much as with the similar disregard of prostitution, and the situation is certainly not unique to Vietnam.4 Ineffective or nonexistent record keeping from the military and local governments left records of victims’ stories limited, censored, tangential, or outright silenced.5 A lack of easily corroborated evidence meant a lack of truth to many, an uphill battle for prosecutors, and the risk of public humiliation or retaliation for accusers. Victims faced additional barriers to obtaining a fair trial, including the language barrier, and the lack of Vietnamese jurisdiction in cases involving American soldiers further encouraged silence.6 When engaged, studies of sexual violence return these traumatic but significant stories to the collective memory of war while providing another mechanism for understanding the conflict. In the case of Vietnam, they unveil American and Vietnamese fears, priorities, and social beliefs.7

Scholars typically describe three levels of sexual violence in conflict.8 In the first type, troops engage in seemingly random and largely unplanned acts known as “rapes of opportunity,” in which the perpetrator acts when presented with the prospect. Second, “rapes of practice” account for troops who engage in rape as a response to patterns of peer or leadership pressure. Rapes of practice are not always premeditated or calculated but are used as a form of stress release or a means of bonding among soldiers in the absence of expected repercussions. Formalized war rape, or the intentional targeting of civilians for rape as a tactic for winning militarily, is typically described as “rape as a strategy.”9

Nick Turse has described the brutal acts of Americans in Vietnam, from murder to rape, as part of a broader strategy of “deliberate policies.”10 Applying the term “strategy” to sexual violence carries a specific connotation identifying the crimes as a carefully planned dehumanization tactic to forward war goals, or as a means of ethnic cleansing. While there is little evidence proving this level of planning in Vietnam, the attacks went beyond simple crimes of opportunity.11 The evidence, however, points to a middle ground where rapes unquestionably occurred during combat operations, but, for the most part, officers did not issue direct orders in a systematic way.

Rape as “practice” best fits the pattern in which the perpetrators blamed their behavior on peer pressure and an accepting culture rather than on carefully planned strategies to eradicate local populations.12 Still, Vietnamese as well as American and other foreign troops perpetrated a noteworthy number of crimes, and individual attacks by soldiers outside combat zones, especially those near military instillations and in cities, contributed to the perception of widespread systematic violence. Sexual violence linked to harassment, sexual slavery, or rape differs from prostitution, which some would also classify as structural violence.13 The Vietnamese press reported stories of women and girls sold into prostitution against their will, and the overarching power dynamics inherent in most service and sex work opportunities create questions, but the evidence on this topic remains too limited to incorporate a detailed analysis here.14 Focusing on documented acts of varying types of assault, as well as the theme of sexual violence in propaganda and cultural representations, uncovers rape as a persistent issue—a practice—during the war.

Rape as Practice

The South Vietnamese drew attention to violent attacks by foreigners on local women during the early months of escalation. In October 1965, just months into the surge of American troops, the English-language Saigon Post reported on a rape committed by a “foreigner.”15 Then in December, the paper ran a story on a rape by a Frenchman alongside two separate accounts of jealous Americans who attacked female hostesses in local bars. One of the Americans reportedly beat the woman because she refused to have sex with him.16 The reports of rape do not appear to have garnered significant attention from US audiences and sparked only minor distrust of Westerners in South Vietnam, although accusations of sexual violence seem to have proliferated in Saigon.17

Political and legal norms of the 1960s shaped how the public processed accounts of rape and sex crimes during the Vietnam War.18 Since reports of rape supported antiwar activists’ portrayals of soldiers as immoral, it makes sense that their publications discussed the topic far more than other sources. Those who held views more sympathetic to the war found it easy to discount the claims.19 The lack of prosecutions for rape as a war crime meant a lack of recognition by the public. The first conviction did not occur until the 2001 International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia found Serbian forces guilty of the crime of systematic rape during the Bosnian War.20 Americans in Vietnam did not systematically use rape as a weapon of war in the same way we see in later conflicts in Bosnia and Rwanda.21 The paucity of prosecutions and sources has relegated the history of rape in Vietnam to little more than a mere footnote in most published histories of the war.22 When rape is discussed by scholars, it tends to be either in passing, lumped into the category of mass atrocities, as all-out lies meant to defame US troops, or as a calculated strategy of war directed against civilians rather than in the more applicable category of crimes of practice, indicating decentralized attacks that affected military-civilian relations in various ways.23

Despite the shortcomings in wartime reporting of the crimes, awareness of and punishment for rape did increase during the mid-twentieth century. For instance, in 1965, Vietnamese newspapers ran stories about how the government of the Philippines, home to a large American base and former colonial holding, had increased the punishment for rape, raising possible jail time for perpetrators to life in prison in the hope that more victims would come forward to report attacks. Philippine officials estimated that five or more rapes occurred per day in the country but that only 20 percent of those attacked reported the crimes to police. The government extension of the penalty to a life sentence marked a considerable increase from the previous twelve- to twenty-year sentences.24 At least on paper, the Philippine government prioritized the creation of safe places for its citizens as part of the growing international concern over sex crimes. From the American perspective, however, few outside the antiwar movement recognized the realities of wartime sexual violence in Vietnam until the fallout over My Lai brought American-instigated atrocities to US television screens.

Despite numerous accusations within the Vietnamese media, very few cases came to the attention of the authorities. Unlike charges brought against South Vietnamese perpetrators, accusations of sexual violence against American servicemen typically came as claims of gang rape involving multiple perpetrators.25 Those cases account for the majority of the convictions. By the end of the war, the US Army had court-martialed just thirty-eight men for rape and five for combined rape and assault, yielding twenty-four convictions for the former and three for the latter.26 Related cases of assault with the intent to commit rape, attempted rape, carnal knowledge or statutory rape, and sodomy or attempted sodomy round out the released official Army numbers to eighty-six tried and fifty convicted. Arrests for sodomy likely referred to the then illegal engagement in homosexual activity between soldiers, whether consensual or otherwise, further skewing conviction numbers.27 Records for US Air Force bases in Vietnam, the Philippines, and Thailand from 1965 to 1973 show only two trials of servicemen for rape, returning one conviction and one lesser sentence.28 The US Navy and Marines likewise reported far lower numbers than the army.29

In presenting their defense against the charges, accused groups and individuals placed the blame for their actions on the culture and nature of warfare. Some referenced fear of locals and frustrations over an inability to distinguish the enemy from allies and civilians. Others claimed to have been responding to the pressure of group behavior and a fear of punishment from their units if they abstained from the attacks. Soldiers were informed about the risks of prostitution and venereal disease during their training, but the military did not provide similar instruction to discourage rape.30

In addition to the atmosphere of tension, American perceptions of Vietnamese women also contributed to what Susan Brownmiller called the “exaggerated masculine-feminine dynamic” in times of war “that lent itself readily to rape.”31 In the controversial, and often challenged, testimony of Vietnam Veterans Against the War about alleged war crimes during the 1971 Winter Soldier Investigation, several veterans recalled rape as a regular occurrence. The testimonies reflected a much larger problem than that captured in court records. Corporal Christopher Simpson testified that rape was “pretty usual over there,” echoing similar claims made by the soldiers interviewed by Brownmiller.32 Simpson continued: “You’ll be out in the bush and you’ll meet women out on the trails. And the Marines over there, just like the Army and the Navy, are human. But they just don’t go about it the right way—they might stick a rifle in a woman’s head and say, ‘Take your clothes off.’ That’s the way it’s done over there. Cause they’re not treated as human beings over there, they’re treated as dirt.” Testimony often harked back to training that inculcated fears of women and their ability to hide weapons and intelligence in their body cavities.

One soldier reflected that dehumanizing, and even de-sexing, the enemy in order to combat these fears allowed the men to engage in more brutal actions toward civilians. He recalled: “In regards to women in Vietnam, first of all, you get this feeling sometimes when you’re over there that you don’t even think of their sex. This is really disgusting. You don’t even think of them as human beings, they’re ‘gooks.’ And they’re objects; they’re not human, they’re objects. The general rule was a Vietnamese who is dead is confirmed Viet Cong and one who is living is a Viet Cong suspect. And that’s the way it was.”33 This mental distancing, whether forged in training or through the psychological impact of their war experiences, formed the central component of many of the accused GIs’ defenses.

While defendants in the highly publicized cases of rape at My Lai or Hill 192 justified their behavior with claims of fear or an inability to control their actions in the heat of battle, the cases of rape that resonated most with the Vietnamese public took place behind the front lines.34 Media coverage of combat atrocities and sexual violence in the field publicized through events like the Winter Soldier Investigation put pressure on the Nixon administration to react to specific events, which overshadowed the daily realities of sexual violence in Vietnamese cities. The accusations of, and arrests for, rape in military police daily records indicate not only that the number of rapes that occurred in Vietnam far exceeded the number of convictions but also that the crimes were not always reflexive reactions by frightened soldiers to perceived threats in the heat of battle. Rather, the drunken rape of a bar girl or the attack on a “hooch” maid became increasingly common occurrences for military police to manage.

Although rape was never used as a war strategy to eradicate the Vietnamese population, the regularity of the sexual attacks created a significant strategic obstacle for the United States in Vietnam. For Nixon and MACV, keeping instances of rape quiet, or better yet eliminated from the record, represented a vital priority for deflecting the negative repercussions in the press and the persistent hostility on the ground. The lack of US reporting on attacks in the cities versus those in the field resulted in a very different perception of military-civilian attacks among the American versus the Vietnamese public. The separation between city and field attacks in the American mind failed to resonate with many in Vietnam, who saw or heard about attacks more frequently. Links drawn by anti-American media to America’s French colonial predecessors further exacerbated the threat to the United States’ fight for “hearts and minds” in Southeast Asia. To keep Vietnamization on track, Nixon’s advisors pressured him to act.

Nixon, Rape, and My Lai

Despite a handful of rape reports that reached American newspapers in 1967, sexual violence against civilians received little attention in the United States until 1969 with the reports of the mass atrocity in My Lai village. Even then, the coverage only occasionally mentioned the rapes that occurred there. News of My Lai and its cover-up broke in reports from Seymour Hersh more than a year after members of the Twenty-third Infantry Division perpetrated atrocities against women, children, and the elderly.35 Supporters and detractors of the war struggled over how to handle the disturbing images from My Lai, viewing the incident as an unforgivable violation, an unfortunate anomaly, or both.36 By the time Americans learned about the attacks, most citizens had a firm opinion on the war and found ways to spin the controversy as needed to bolster their side.37 Enlisted soldiers facing prosecution accused “the Army machine” of “rolling over” them in an effort to obtain a quick conviction while retaining high-ranking army lawyers for officers.38 In Washington, knowledge of the atrocities placed the issue of rape and mounting civilian casualties on Nixon’s desk and forced the administration to negotiate the problems within the context of weakening public support.39 For the administration, sexual violence represented just one component of the rising tide of noncombatant casualties.

In September 1969, President Nixon received a notification warning him that the fallout of a US massacre of Vietnamese civilians at My Lai jeopardized America’s interests and its reputation. Two months later, and twenty months after the massacre, the American public learned about the events for the first time.40 In November, the American people opened their morning papers to read Hersh’s introduction to the atrocities. “Lt. William L. Calley Jr., 26,” he began, “is a mild-mannered, boyish-looking Vietnam combat veteran with the nickname of ‘Rusty.’ The army says he deliberately murdered at least 109 Vietnamese civilians.”41 Months of interviews with the soldiers provided Hersh with an arsenal of evidence on the massacre in the Son My region of central Vietnam, home to the hamlet of My Lai, the name colloquially used for the mass killings. For weeks, national papers printed his stories on the front page. The public read the uncomfortable words of soldiers who told Hersh that the killings were “deliberate” and “point blank murder.”42 As the weeks passed, more interviews with soldiers revealed more details of GIs stalking women to beat and kill them, punching and beating children to death, and rape as part of the operations procedures for the day.43 Then for nearly a year, he reported, American and Vietnamese military familiar with the incident participated in its cover-up.44

Nixon’s advisors worried about the diplomatic, military, and political consequences. Deputy Secretary of Defense David Packard informed the president in a memo that “publicity attendant upon such a trial could prove acutely embarrassing to the United States. It might well affect the Paris peace talks, and those nations opposed to our involvement in Vietnam will certainly capitalize upon the situation. Domestically, it will provide grist for the mills of antiwar activists.”45 Packard estimated that the members of Charlie Company had killed “possibly 100” unarmed civilians at My Lai, but as the reports continued to come in, the numbers grew.46 Vietnamese sources estimated roughly five hundred people killed, nearly all believed to be noncombatant women, children, and elderly civilians.47

Weeks later, after seeing color images from the massacre showing the partially stripped bodies of murdered women, children, and infants, Senator William Fulbright lamented at a joint meeting of the Senate and House armed services committees, “This incident can cause grave concern all over the world as to what kind of country we are.”48 Time magazine published his comments on December 5, the same day Life magazine first brought the color images to newsstands and their long-standing centrality to the public memory of the war.49 In one photo, readers saw a group of women and children huddled together just moments before their murder. In the text, they learned that the combat photographer Ronald Haeberle and reporter Jay Roberts witnessed several soldiers assaulting and attempting to rape the thirteen-year-old girl seen in the photo trying to re-dress herself, only to be attacked by her mother. Immediately after the photo was taken, soldiers gunned down the group.50 Other images show women in various states of undress, further indicating acts of rape and assault at the massacre. Illustrating the confusion over how to present the jarring news to the American public, the piece in Time ran under the headline “MY LAI: An American Tragedy.” The political tragedy may well have been American, but the human tragedy was most certainly Vietnamese.51

At a press conference four days after the publication of the color images, and less than a month after Hersh’s first report appeared, a journalist asked General William C. Westmoreland, recently promoted to army chief of staff, whether he thought the news coverage of the massacre was excessive.52 Westmoreland replied that the reports were “rather complete,” but also that “much of this information is hearsay,” and regardless of the accuracy, the constant attention in the media might threaten the official investigation.53 Seven years later, in his memoir, Westmoreland addressed My Lai far more directly than he could during the investigation, calling it “the conscious massacre of defenseless babies, children, mothers and old men in a kind of diabolical slow-motion nightmare that went on for the better part of a day, with a cold-blooded break for lunch.”54 His careful public response to an ongoing investigation contrasts sharply with his reflections a few years later. In the moment, however, he toed the line on the massacre as he struggled to maintain control of the narrative of a war that had grown more bloody following the January 1968 Tet Offensive.

Prior to My Lai, little exists in the presidential records relating to rape in Vietnam. In a rare mention in 1967, the Johnson administration received a compliment from South Vietnamese president Nguyen Van Thieu, who told the embassy that he wanted his people to remember how much better off they were under the Americans than under the French.55 With opponents quick to label the US presence colonial, it benefited both Johnson and Thieu to distinguish the Americans’ behavior from that of the French.56 In his attempt to flatter his allies and dampen concerns, however, Thieu overlooked the very real repercussions that acts of rape and social disruption had on the morale of civilians.

The Vietnamese could not prosecute American soldiers for crimes. The 1950 Pentalateral Agreement identified Americans as diplomatic guests, and during the war’s escalation the signatories failed to update the language to provide the Vietnamese with more leverage in the relationship. The United States also did not see a reason to draft a structured Status of Forces Agreement (SOFA), which establishes rules between Department of Defense entities and a host country, feeling that it applied better to peacetime. Significant for their potential importance as a buffer between the Americans and their South Vietnamese allies, SOFA documents, in part, define legal jurisdiction over the crimes of soldiers.57 Without a SOFA, and cooperating on the basis of rules designed for a few dozen American advisors serving a different government in 1950, local law enforcement found it had little recourse in the event of a crime. That is not to say that GIs didn’t risk punishment, but the US government had significant leeway in how it responded to accusations. American commanding officers told soldiers to follow Vietnamese laws and cooperate with Vietnamese police, but they also let GIs know that the 1965 MACV directives subjected soldiers only to the regulations in the Uniform Code of Military Justice (UCMJ) and the army’s Code of Conduct.58 The language of the documents allowed the military to limit the scope of prosecution, so it could try accused soldiers under the codes for crimes like murder and rape while avoiding a trial for war crimes.59

Prior to My Lai, few on the American side recognized a problem with the uneven relationship. With regard to the examination of rape and sexual violence during the Vietnam War, My Lai marked a watershed moment that forced more diligent attention from the executive branch. For Nixon, the atrocity and cover-up represented yet another remnant of Lyndon Johnson’s presidency that cast a long shadow over his own Vietnam policies. Initially, Nixon’s advisors even suggested keeping the president out of the proceedings as much as possible to distance him from the events. As the war dragged on and negative press grew, the president could not ignore the impact of violent attacks on civilians.

Nixon ordered his staff to collect as much information as possible despite recommendations from advisors that he not engage with the civilian casualty problem.60 While Johnson had similar concerns that violence against civilians hindered the battle for the hearts and minds of the Vietnamese people, revelations from events like My Lai forced Nixon to face the issues. His team pushed the narrative that the massacre represented an anomaly in the midst of a good war.61 Domestic tragedies threatened that message early on. Disappointed with the absence of fallout from the attacks and the death of a protester at Kent State University, one letter writer to the Wall Street Journal hoped, “Perhaps the tragedy in Kent, Ohio may shock the nation’s conscience as the tragedy in My Lai did not and we will realize that the way to stop killing is to stop.”62 The concern over managing My Lai as a public relations problem seemed to be having some impact as the war continued.

The aftermath of the massacre was impossible to ignore, however, if only for the shocking lack of accountability. Days before the color photos appeared in Life, becoming some of the most iconic images of the war, reports from servicemen claiming to have witnessed similar attacks had already started reshaping the public’s perceptions of America’s behavior in Vietnam. On December 2, National Security Advisor Henry Kissinger received a memorandum noting the president’s concerns over a report that highlighted the deaths of women and children. In the report, an “infantryman” claimed to have seen his unit commit war crimes that resulted in “60 dead bodies—women, children and maybe a few old and decrepit men.” The witness continued that he had observed “at least 100 Vietnamese lying in rice paddies shot—women taken for intercourse and then shot.”63 Whether those soldiers could claim they had feared for their lives or not, the use of rape as punishment for women far exceeded any condonable actions against enemy forces under their military codes. Nixon requested that Kissinger have the Department of Defense compile a list of any other cases that he might expect to see reported in the coming days. In the reports that followed, sexual violence represented a central theme, as it was in the case just recounted.

As an intimate violation of a civilian, rape represented a particularly difficult crime to justify in the heat of battle, and the question whether or not a soldier had attempted to intervene against the crime was used as a barometer of his willingness to participate in an atrocity. Lieutenant William Calley of the First Platoon of Charlie Company, whose soldiers committed the majority of the crimes at My Lai, claimed during testimony that he had not discriminated between the killing of men and women until he stepped in to stop the “molesting” of a female villager.64 Calley’s testimony illustrated that he was aware that the rape and subsequent execution of women and girls during massacres represented particularly heinous crimes.65 While intimate violence went against the UCMJ and international laws of war, accused soldiers could claim that they had responded out of fear that the victim was working as a covert operative for the North Vietnamese.66 The likelihood that all of the women and girls who suffered rape, sexual assault, or the threat of rape in combat or interrogation scenarios were working covertly for enemy forces was low, nor would it justify sexual violence as punishment if they had been. In the case of Calley’s intervention to stop a sexual assault at My Lai, his leadership role in the attacks indicates that he should have been able to end the targeting of women. His testimony, however, conflicted with that of other soldiers collected at an army-directed inquiry led by Lieutenant General William L. Peers.

The witnesses who gave statements on rape varied from those who denied its occurrence altogether to others who dismissed the crimes as rumors or the actions of a few. Other witnesses, when informed by the interrogators that they suspected atrocities might have occurred and were “also looking at a situation where numerous, not just one or two, but numerous, women were raped,” opted to seek legal counsel rather than respond. Many witnesses pointed to other well-known cases in which courts-martial for rapes had occurred, including the rape and murder of two NLF nurses, rather than discuss what they had seen at My Lai.67 Private First Class Leonard Gonzales testified that he had seen piles of naked women and girls, murdered when they refused to have sex with another private. He made his way through the village with another young girl—he estimated she was sixteen—who had been molested in order to try to keep her alive.68 Despite the numerous claims and corroborating testimony provided during the inquiry, the courts tried only twenty-six men, primarily on murder charges, and handed down a conviction only against Calley. Separating him out in this way made him a martyr in some circles and a representation of evil in others.69

Preparing for further potential scandals, the Department of Defense compiled the report Nixon had requested on other war crimes or accusations of war crimes committed by Americans. The documents noted investigations and charges against 213 men, including sixty-six officers.70 According to the records, the military had previously convicted nine of twenty-nine men on charges that involved rape, sodomy, or attempted rape, including the rape of children.71 Two of the rape cases listed were still pending trial when the report was presented to Nixon. One of these encompassed at least five counts of gang rape and murder in a massacre estimated to have taken seventy civilian lives.72 At the time of the report, a court had acquitted one officer of intent to commit rape and “commission of a lewd act on the body of a Vietnamese girl, under 16 years of age.”73 The new attention to violence against civilians resulted in more publicity for cases directly discussing sexual violence.

In 1971 a Vietnamese newspaper published details about another US unit in South Vietnam referred to by Vietnamese civilians as the “Pig Division.” Other units knew this division as one that committed acts of rape against village women during their raids. The investigation was turned over to MACV’s inspector general, who compiled a report. Those who had made the accusations of rape were not available to testify, and inspectors set up plans to talk to them at a later date. Final reports concluded that only three men in the unit should be punished directly, but that the rest of those who had been present should receive more training on how to work with civilian populations, long seen as the key to winning the war.74

The “Pig Division” represents one of several cases in which war crimes were charged, including numerous recorded accusations of rape. A different report delivered to Nixon listed cases against marines from January 1 to March 14, 1967, more than a year prior to the My Lai incidents. Ten of the fourteen cases mentioned referenced rape or attempted rape among the charges. Two of the cases referred to the kidnapping, gang rape, and premeditated murder of a young woman in the case that became known as “the incident on Hill 192,” the subject of the 1989 film Casualties of War. The story first broke in a 1969 report by Daniel Lang in The New Yorker and was later recounted in a book by Lang.75 Commenting on the guilty verdicts reported to Nixon, marginal notations alongside several of the rape accounts indicate that the United States Court of Military Appeals later dropped the charges, the sentence was reduced by half, petitions had been submitted, or some cases were simply “denied” with no further explanation.76 These reports indicate that the tallies of eighty-six charges and fifty convictions for rape in army court-martial records for the duration of the war are certainly far too low to provide an accurate representation of the role of sexual violence in the Vietnam War.77

Policing Rape in Vietnam

In histories of the war, the scope of the atrocities committed at My Lai and in other villages overshadow accounts of rape that happened away from regions of combat. Even studies outside the American perspective focus on attacks in the field. Heonik Kwon’s work on Republic of Korea soldiers who systematically murdered Vietnamese civilian women and mutilated their bodies illustrates how the problem of sexual violence extended beyond American soldiers.78 The dramatic accounts deserve historical attention and scrutiny, but they fail to tell the whole story.

The Department of Defense did not even bother including individual cases of rape that occurred in the cities when they compiled their list of other war crimes similar to “the Calley Case.”79 Yet throughout the cities in South Vietnam, GIs committed rape against civilian women “unrelated to war-time activity” on a regular basis.80 This unquantifiable distinction between cases investigators presented in their official records to the president and those they viewed as unconnected to the war present a striking contradiction. Sexual violence in the rear echelon could not so easily be considered a response to fear or an act of retaliation in the same way that perpetrators justified combat rapes. The cases were more commonly linked to single perpetrators preying on women they knew or waitresses they expected would provide sexual services.

Few military police records directly confirmed rape, noting that the staff were unable to verify the accounts of women who made the accusations. Regular responses to accusations of attacks or assault, however, point to something larger. Oral histories from former military police at the Long Binh Jail, north of Saigon note that they held GIs for rape but could not comment on prosecution.81 Guards were troubled by the knowledge that most of the men they held in the jail, no matter the crime, would later be released and sent back into the field.82 In addition, without formal prosecution or court-martial records, and with the police blotters restricted to researchers on account of the sensitive information they contain, the records are difficult to substantiate. Cases occur consistently throughout the available records, which span nearly four years of police reports from 1967 to 1970 in the cities and villages of Dau Tieng, Di An, and Lai Khe. I examined many of these desk blotters at the US National Archives before they were recalled on account of FOIA restrictions on names and personal information.83 I therefore do not include any personal information on those accused or the specific dates of the events. The cases in the files nevertheless point to widespread rape and assault in South Vietnam.

Regular reporting of the accusations in the blotters indicated that military police found the claims to be believable enough to record, as well as matters of legitimate concern. Police blotters generally contained very little information, left gaps, and, as initial reports, attempted to avoid drawing any conclusions as to guilt. Still, they offered enough details to depict a framework of violence against women that loosely corroborates narratives in antiwar publications. Some of the reports describe violent attacks but do not directly mention sexual assault or rape. Other cases suggest that bystanders interrupted perpetrators before they could complete acts of sexual violence. Together, persistent attacks on women illustrate a culture of inter-gender violence that created tension for officials and soldiers working to maintain a positive relationship on both sides. In addition to the records that do exist, studies also show that victims struggled to take their stories to police, resulting in vast underreporting of assault and rape.

Within the police records, some reports directly pinpoint sex as the underlying aim of the crimes’ perpetrators, while others leave the nature of the offense unstated. An assault on a Vietnamese hostess in the latrine at the back of the Bamboo Inn in Di An, a bar near the military installation of Bien Hoa outside Saigon, reflects the imprecise nature of most reports concerning solider-perpetrated attacks.84 According to the reports, soldiers hearing a scream amid the haze of heat and alcohol at the Bamboo Inn nightclub in August 1969 were startled by a commotion coming from the back door and ran toward the sound. When they arrived at the latrine in the rear, they found a woman bleeding from a head wound and saw a fellow American fleeing on foot across the street. The men managed to detain the perpetrator and held him until US military police arrived. The MPs transported both the victim and the perpetrator, an army private, to the First Infantry Division medical center, where doctors treated the woman with stitches and monitored the private until he could sober up.85 The MPs on staff forwarded the case to the army’s Criminal Investigation Command (CID), but I could find no further mention of it.86 The police account does not address the motivation for the attack, but the secluded and gendered nature of the crime suggests sexual violence. The difficulty of navigating interpersonal violence, distrustful attitudes toward Vietnamese women who interacted with Americans, and a general reluctance to prosecute soldiers likely drove the military leadership to discount the incident.

In September 1969, MPs apprehended a different army private for assaulting a female employee who worked for the First Battalion, Eighteenth Infantry. The officers kept their report short, noting only a disagreement over money the private owed to a housekeeper. The location of the attack, “adjacent to supply room,” again points to the seclusion of the woman and hints at a possible sexual exchange.87 The report fails to mention whether or not the soldier raped the victim or simply refused to pay her for sex, leaving the case as another example of violence directed toward a civilian woman with no attempt to record the underlying cause or full details.

In a separate entry, a GI the military police specifically identified as a “negro soldier” forced a woman through a hole in a fence by pointing his M16 at her.88 Her struggle angered her attacker, who discharged his weapon. The guards of the neighboring village opened fire in response to the shot, and in the ensuing confusion the woman managed to escape. Again, any mention of the purpose of the crime is absent in this first report, but the inclusion of the detail about the soldier’s aggressive interaction with the woman raises questions about his intentions. The lack of detail in the records of assaults against women illustrates a broader absence of interest in understanding why these crimes took place, and perhaps reflects a lack of concern over their repercussions. In most of the reports, it appears that onlookers or military police interrupted scenarios in which perpetrators would have committed more bodily harm.

Despite the general ambiguity in cases of “assault,” overt charges for rape and attempted rape yield a troubling glimpse into military-civilian relations during the war. A twenty-eight-year-old cleaning woman who worked in the Dau Tieng camp was the victim of an attempted rape by two soldiers stationed on the base in October 1969. While she was cleaning a room, two PFCs approached her and offered her money. Aware that accepting money from an American would lead to an expectation of sex, she refused. Likely frustrated, the first soldier threatened to hit her if she did not take the money, forcing her to accept the cash. After he handed her the money, the soldier proceeded to proposition the maid for sex, but again she declined. The soldier and another PFC closed the door behind them, and the second solider helped him cover the woman’s mouth and hold her legs out. Before they could complete the rape, a third soldier entered the room, perhaps hearing the altercation. He broke up the assault and allowed the maid to escape. The actions of this unidentified third soldier made the detailed report possible. Within hours of the report’s being filed, the police noted in the margins that the facts of the case had changed. Alongside the original write-up, an officer scribbled, “I’ll get the true picture for you.”89 The records do not include a follow-up to the report, and no further accounts exist.

The threat of physical harm if a woman refused to consent to sex recurs throughout the police blotters. In one instance of alleged assault, a service member asked a woman for a “short time,” referring to a sexual encounter that would not involve the entire night. The woman reported to police that she refused the offer, but the man would not let her go. He placed a knife to her throat and attempted to restrain her. She told the police that she eventually escaped from the man, but the report does not make clear whether the soldier raped her before she could do so.90

Even direct allegations of sexual assault include few details. For instance, one report states only that an army specialist raped a woman at seven in the morning inside the noncommissioned officers’ club at Di An.91 According to another, military police encountered a woman with wounds to her arm and buttock, but it provides no more detail to explain her side of the story.92 It is unclear why this report failed to mention any possibility of rape, but a similar case of a wounded Vietnamese woman two years prior resulted in a medical exam to determine if she had been assaulted. In the earlier case, a shirtless American dragged the victim into a bunker, where he choked her and ripped off her clothing before robbing her. The report noted “no sign of an entry or an attempt.”93 Both reports include only a few lines noting minor details of the encounters which help distinguish a location but little else.

As in the courts-martial that followed My Lai, UCMJ struggled to present evidence that would prove crimes of rape. Women found few allies and struggled to confirm their stories. The blotters offer little to help trace the cases forward or uncover their outcome in court. To judge from the total reported numbers of convicted rapes, few ever went beyond the initial reports. Without jurisdiction provided by a SOFA, victims could not press charges, and the military seemingly did not pursue most of the cases reported to military police.

Despite efforts by Nixon and his administration to monitor and prevent sexual violence, cases continued to occur on a regular basis after the 1968 massacres dropped from public attention. Perpetrators who did face charges blamed the stress of the war and the perceived inability to distinguish good from evil in Vietnam. In reality, the lack of discipline, in addition to heavy drinking, expectations of sex, and embedded racism, appear to offer more likely reasons underlying the majority of attacks behind the front lines. In the rapes happening at the base and city levels, the women often knew the men, either as employers whose hooches they cleaned every day or as regular patrons at the local bars and clubs where the women worked. Sexual violence in Vietnam cannot be understood simply as a repercussion of the combat that unfolded on the battlefield or in the interrogation room. Rape, like prostitution, became part of the American image of Vietnamese women, who faced the threat not only in the villages many had fled from but in the cities where they came to seek protection as well.

The Vietnamese Response to Rape

The introduction of an official US military presence in Vietnam after 1965 brought increased scrutiny of the Americans’ actions from the Vietnamese. In October 1965, just months into escalation, the Saigon Post reported on sexually violent attacks by Americans against houseworkers in a short, matter-of-fact item titled simply “Rape.”94 The disapproval of wide-scale prostitution and relationships between Vietnamese women and American servicemen created a certain amount of unrest, but blatant harassment, rape, and rare instances of murder far outweighed the other interactions when it came to skepticism toward the Americans’ stated altruistic intent to protect the Vietnamese people from communism. While the number of sexual violence cases appears relatively low compared to consensual relationships, they carried more weight.

In the culture of prolonged war, Vietnamese civilian women feared rape not just from Americans but from diverse perpetrators.95 Studying attacks by US soldiers alone fails to provide a complete picture of the risks faced by those who found themselves physically or financially vulnerable. Women, particularly those living in small villages or alone in cities, remained cautious toward all soldiers. They recalled or reported attacks committed by North Vietnamese and NLF fighters, South Vietnamese men, and allied troops from the Republic of Korea, in addition to Americans.96 To keep their daughters safe, many families sent them to the cities and away from the front lines. The presence of Americans in and around cities, however, increased their interactions and thus their risks. As the stories recounted in the previous section illustrate, maids and bar workers bore the brunt of rear echelon attacks.

In communications with his allies, South Vietnamese president Thieu expressed frustration with the antiwar sector’s preoccupation over what they saw as the negative impact of the American presence. In his opinion, the people should remember that the French treated them far worse than their current allies. Speaking with Ambassador Henry Cabot Lodge in 1967, he said that he wished the Vietnamese would “think of the difference between the tremendous amount of rape, rowdyism, arguments, drunkenness when 10,000 French were here, as compared with how little of this kind of thing there is with 400,000 Americans.”97 Lodge appreciated this “very sincere, very real and wholly unsolicited compliment” and felt that the Department of State should take it as a win. Still, the focus on social disruption overshadowed the humanitarian efforts of building schools, digging wells, and caring for orphans. Lodge failed to recognize that regardless of Thieu’s willingness to downplay the scope of the social problems, opponents of the allied operations would care little that the Americans impacted Vietnamese life relatively less than the French. By the 1970s, Thieu had begun to take the threats seriously and increased the penalty to capital punishment for crimes such as rape and forced prostitution, but by that point the antiwar movements had lost faith in his leadership.98

In antiwar media, sexual violence against civilian women represented one of the key components undermining American interests in Vietnam. By painting all US servicemen in a negative light and equating them to rapists, the reporting performed two simultaneous actions. First, the image of Americans as abusers of women likened them to an imperial occupation, not to aid workers. In 1968, one anti-American organization in South Vietnam published a pamphlet provocatively titled “Crimes Perpetrated by the US Imperialists and Henchmen against South Viet Nam Women and Children.” This report cited hundreds of rapes by Americans beginning as early as 1965. The document argued that the political goals of the United States had overtaken its moral responsibilities, stating, “It is due to such Machiavellian designs that South Viet Nam women and children have become the biggest victims of war in terms of the number of deaths as well as the physical and moral sufferings inflicted on them.”99 The foregrounding of women and children in the anti-American narrative proved particularly compelling in recruiting supporters to the cause.

The second result was that the propaganda forged a sense of fear in Vietnamese civilians, who came to feel they were not able to trust Americans. Within a month of the massacre at My Lai, a village chief notified US military officials in the region about the attack in the hope of getting this information forwarded and receiving answers about the “insane” attacks.100 NLF advocates used the massacre to build hatred toward the Americans, whom they described as “pirates” and “Imperialists.”101 Calling the attack “the most barbaric killing in human history,” an NLF notice highlighted assaults against women, charging, “Pregnant women were raped and killed.” In the short document, the rapes were described in more graphic detail than the deaths. For instance, one recollection stated, “Nguyen, 12 years old, after being raped, was bayoneted in the vagina and rest of her body.” Another witness reported, “Phan Thi Mui, 15 years old, was raped and then burned to death in a rice bowl.”102 While the text identified the targets as “women,” the ages indicate that the rapists failed to distinguish between adults and children. The focus on girls and pregnant women added layers of vulnerability to an already sensitive topic. These accounts of brutality would only have compounded the fears that already existed among Vietnamese women concerning the possibility of rape by soldiers.

For women in Vietnam, rape motivated participation in the antiwar effort. Stories of rapes filled the pages of publications for women. Interviewed by the anti-American Liberation News Services, for example, Huyn[h] Thi Kien recounted an incident in which soldiers took an eight-months-pregnant woman, strapped her to a bed, and raped her to death. Once she had died, according to Huynh, the soldiers used a knife to cut her unborn child out of her belly and left the baby to die as well. She described them departing the scene with no remorse. Walking away, the soldiers viewed what they had done “and they laughed,” she wrote.103 While it is impossible to attest to the authenticity of the account, the publication of her story contributed to the horror and concern that led to an increase of female participation in the antiwar effort. American antiwar proponents also picked up the story, which they used to illustrate the plight of Vietnamese women. In another example, the Women’s Committee to Defend the Right to Live claimed that a story about the rape of a mother and daughter sparked mass women’s protests in 1970 and encouraged more women to engage in group activism in Saigon.104 As a political tool, sexual violence alarmed and disgusted women, motivating them to speak out and act against the Americans, the war, or both.

Trauma and Memory

Trauma plays an integral part in autobiographical and fictional accounts, shaping both Vietnamese and American memories of the war. Memorials and official sites of public remembrance present less consistent stories, however. Themes of prostitution, dating, or marriage to American service members are largely absent from the Vietnamese public memory of the war, while the rape of civilians receives little or no mention in American memorials.105 In contexts removed from the rooted political implications of memorial sites, soldiers and artists depict sexual trauma more openly in their cultural representations. Scholars, writers, and politicians with backgrounds in both nations struggle over how to capture the legacy of violence against civilians, and particularly women and girls, through literature, film, and art.

In recent attempts to capture the conflicting nature of how we remember war, Vietnamese and Vietnamese American authors have begun to evoke the horrors of the war through fiction. Works from Nguyen Phan Que Mai and Ocean Vuong provide fascinating new fictionalizations of the war years and their aftermath.106 Viet Tranh Nguyen, historian and novelist, argues in his study Nothing Ever Dies: Vietnam and the Memory of War that “all wars are fought twice,” once in the moment and again in memory. He notes that Vietnam in particular suffers from an identity crisis over how the conflict is remembered as both the Vietnam War and the American War.107 Nguyen’s assessment advances the idea that through the representations of the past in fiction, nations find meaning and ways to move forward. Throughout his academic study, Nguyen addresses portrayals of rape in fiction, illustrating how prevalent the theme has been over time.

In his Pulitzer Prize–winning novel The Sympathizer, Nguyen unravels the role of trauma in the construction of memory as a central theme. The portrayals of rape in the novel center on two parallel moments when an unnamed protagonist struggles to reconcile history, memory, and fiction. While working as a covert agent, the protagonist is invited by an American film director to serve as a movie consultant to lend authenticity to the film, but when the movie is released, he finds that his voice has been largely overlooked in favor of a more marketable narrative. The movie itself includes a rape scene, filmed with no background music to emphasize the brutality of the attacks against the woman, Mai, by a “VC quartet.”108 Watching the film in a theater, the protagonist is struck by how mothers in the audience who let their children watch brutal war scenes shield their eyes from the rape. The two accounts of rape in the book reflect how both sides villainized the other, with women’s bodies serving as a universal victim. Nguyen’s protagonist reflects on why events played out as they did and fixates on “if” statements, suggesting among a long list that “if we forgot our resentment, if we forgot revenge, if we acknowledged that we are all puppets in someone else’s play, if we had not fought a war against each other, if some of us had not called ourselves nationalists or communists or capitalists or realists,” then perhaps the trauma could have been avoided.109 But his list of “ifs” reaches back to the formation of man and woman and light, suggesting the futility of the exercise. When the protagonist is captured and interrogated, the point for his interrogators, and for the novel itself, is that the rape did occur. Remembering, coming to terms with, and debating how to either punish or memorialize traumatic events both on and off the battlefield constitute one of the most difficult aspects of postwar reconciliation.

Other Vietnamese cultural representations also highlight the centrality of crimes against society. The story “The Last Survivor of the Jungle of Laughter” illustrates the struggles of North Vietnamese female fighters living in the jungles. The author strives to show how sexual violence framed warfare for women. She writes: “The events of legends didn’t happen in this place. They couldn’t counterattack the enemy because they had to reserve the last bullets for themselves, to avoid rape.”110 Women could fight for their side, but they also had to take measures to protect themselves in ways their male counterparts did not. A television series based on the text received a critical reception for perverting the story into a popular drama that undermined the significance of female fighters and their contributions.111 While the show portrayed the women and their sexuality as central to the memory of the war, the adaptation did not depict their efforts as central to victory and diluted the harsh realities of their experiences in what proved to be a controversial interpretation of the original story meant to make it more palatable to television audiences.

Public war memorials in Vietnam also focus on the roles and the suffering of women during the conflict. Statues at the My Lai massacre site, for example, embody the duality of strength and suffering in Vietnamese remembrance. In one, the sculptor portrays a mother who survived the attacks on the village surrounded by dead or dying bodies. She stands tall and stoic with a fist raised resiliently in the air while holding her dead infant, who lies slack across her other arm. A second statue illustrates the theme of broken innocence, portraying a young civilian woman wearing an ao dai at the moment when she is shot down by an unseen perpetrator. As she falls to her knees, only in death does she allow her murdered infant to fall from her arms. While the act of rape is not memorialized here, the emphasis on women as targets illustrates their centrality to Vietnamese memory of the massacre and the war more broadly.

Since the war’s end, American representations in literature and film have perhaps captured better than written histories the prevalence of gendered violence during the conflict. As with accounts of prostitution, filmmakers have used rape to drive the plot or add layers of horror to Vietnam War films. Attacks against noncombatants became a common plot device to reinforce the narrative of an unjust war. Often, the hero-protagonist attempts to save those in distress at the risk of personal harm. Gina Weaver argues that these representations, starting in the 1980s, also served as pushback against the women’s movement and portrayed the soldiers as victims themselves. She describes the films as following a “veteran-as-victim paradigm” that has “smothered American recognition of Vietnamese trauma” and prevented a deeper understanding of the trauma of soldiers.112 The good soldier seeks a balance between ethics and survival by fighting against the men he thought he could trust. The exchange of—or refusal to exchange—money for sex on film often exemplifies a specifically masculine behavior that tempts men to commit immoral actions in the confusion of war.

Popular memory about how soldiers and local women interacted in Vietnam tends to privilege one of two polar images in which encounters either were devoid of violence or, conversely, were riddled with attacks revealing American soldiers as uncaged animals. Novels and films from the early and mid-twentieth century romanticized sex in colonial Saigon as a social-climbing enterprise in which peasant girls could live charmed lives in the service of their foreign boyfriends.113 Graham Greene’s The Quiet American and the works of Harry Hervey depicted Vietnamese women as ornamental characters living on the fringes of a man’s conflict. Vietnam War films of the postwar era, like Full Metal Jacket, shifted focus to show women burdened with desperation but no less willing to serve a foreign population.114 Other victims simply find themselves in the wrong place at the wrong time, targeted for their bodies. Oliver Stone’s 1987 Platoon highlights a village massacre scene in which only one soldier remains morally grounded amid the chaos and stops his comrades from raping young girls, while the other men are motivated by fear or frustration.115 This moment reportedly mirrors a similar autobiographical moment from Stone’s own experience as a soldier in Vietnam.116 Based on the events of the incident on Hill 192, Brian De Palma’s Casualties of War (1989) offers one of the rare cultural representations that address gender-based violence as a main focus by portraying the story of frustration-riddled soldiers who kidnap, rape, and murder a young woman, Phan Thi Mao. The film presents wartime intimacy as a perceived right and necessity for the soldiers, creating the conflict that sets up the kidnapping scene.117 Whether premeditated or in the heat of the moment, rape as a plot device allowed these largely antiwar films to illustrate the difficulty of maintaining one’s humanity during war.118 In each case, however, the lives and morality of the soldiers take precedence over the experiences of the women. Accounts of violence in memoirs, in fiction, or on film cannot capture the complex repercussions triggered by the events in the personal lives of individuals or the public affairs of nations. Just as wars are fought on multiple fronts, attackers perpetrated sexual violence in diverse ways.
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Figure 6. My Lai Memorial main monument. Photograph by Adam Jones, “My Lai Memorial Site—Vietnam—Main Monument,” CC BY 2.0 license, https://www.flickr.com/photos/adam_jones/3773891309/in/set-72157621779953881.




[image: A large stone statue depicts a woman collapsing as she is shot dead, dropping her infant child at her side. The statue is surrounded by flowers on a sunny day at the My Lai Memorial in Vietnam.]

Figure 7. My Lai Memorial woman and child. Photograph by Adam Jones, “My Lai Memorial Site—Vietnam—Garden Statuary 2,” CC BY 2.0 license, https://www.flickr.com/photos/adam_jones/3773893983/in/set-72157621779953881.



In cultural representations of war, including accounts of sexual violence, the complexity of the encounters as they occurred throughout the conflict remain largely lost. Both Vietnamese and American representations have struggled to come to terms with attacks on civilians, and especially rape. Authors and filmmakers have worked to distinguish individual decision making from groupthink and actions from ideologies, but the results tend to yield a focus on perpetrators over victims. The persistence of themes of trauma, however, demonstrates their importance to war memory and prompts closer historical examination of the events depicted through fiction.

In addition to its effects on the war’s image abroad, rape, like other forms of sexual encounters between Americans and Vietnamese civilians, took on a more significant place in the public’s perception of the war during the Nixon administration. Because of the timing of My Lai and other massacres in 1968, Nixon was forced to deal with sexual violence in ways that the Johnson administration had not. In the months and years that followed, the administration supported congressional inquiries and confidential reports in order to learn about the climate they faced and what they could expect. Nixon’s de-escalation policies provided a distraction for the American public, who already had plenty of reasons to disapprove of the conflict.

Rape presented a difficult policing challenge for leadership on the ground in Vietnam. Perpetrators in combat areas complained that access to consensual sex was limited away from the cities or expressed fears that women might be the enemy. Sexual violence in the heat of battle thus represented a masculine culture of warfare demonstrated through acts of lashing out against perceived threats. For all intents and purposes, Lieutenant William Calley became the face of the My Lai massacre to the American public as few other cases were ever tried, and none so publicly. He provided a target for their anger, and in the United States the case centralized front-line rape and murder. On the heels of receiving a sentence of life imprisonment, and at the beginning of the public discourse on war rape, Nixon worked to reduce Calley’s sentence to ten years. In 1974, under Nixon’s successor, Gerald Ford, the secretary of the army went further and pardoned Calley, closing a door on the event that unleashed a national debate on war violence.119 In fact, these crimes happened regularly and in all areas of the country, but they never received the same level of attention. Most cases of rape against civilians were never reported. Those discussed in this chapter offer only a glimpse of a multifaceted problem as old as war itself. In the broader scope of war and sexual violence, it would be nearly thirty years before the first conviction of anyone for rape as a war crime.120

Vietnamese women feared rape from all sides during the war, in or out of combat zones. Whether the men entering their villages were members of the North Vietnamese army, NLF, ARVN, or United States military, the potential for rape was always present. Nor was it exclusive to village settings. Although reports of massacres seem to suggest that being distant from cities encouraged more gang rape and brutal treatment, urban women also faced heightened risks of sexual violence. It remains important to note that most soldiers never took part in rapes. Men like Major Hugh Thompson Jr., who filed early reports of the massacre at My Lai, and PFC Robert Storeby, who told command about the incident on Hill 192, risked their lives by speaking out about the crimes.121 Still, countless acts of sexual violence took place throughout the war against civilians, both women and men.

The focus on frontline rape misses the complexity of the violence and its impact on the Vietnamese public in a way that is just as myopic as the perspective of film representations focused on perpetrators and hero figures. The lack of complete reports further erodes our ability to obtain the full facts of the attacks that took place. It remains clear, however, that the realities of war and the aggressiveness of training on all sides put civilians at risk. For the United States, the publicized coverage of sexual violence as an American tactic late in the war served to further undermine the war effort in the eyes of the public, particularly among those already associated with the antiwar community.






Chapter 6

De-escalation and the Collapse of an Industry

The signing of the Paris Peace Accords in January 1973 began a sweeping de-escalation of US military efforts in South Vietnam. The accords, known formally as the Agreement on Ending the War and Restoring the Peace in Vietnam, included a stipulation for the cessation of American combat operations and the limiting of US support for the RVN government under President Nguyen Van Thieu. US military leaders directed a limited contingent of Americans to remain in the country to try to ease the transition. With a force of over 2.7 million American service members and thousands of allied troops who had served in Vietnam over the course of the war, they knew a drawdown would be detrimental to South Vietnam’s economy. For observers in the United States, it seemed that the agreement meant the war had ended. Years of negotiations had left the alliance frayed, with each side distrustful of the other and physically and emotionally exhausted. Within days of the signing of the accords, most American troops began to head back to the United States and leave Vietnam behind them.

The Vietnamese people faced a far different reality in the years that followed. Viet Thanh Nguyen’s darkly humorous account of the fall of Saigon in The Sympathizer presents the complexity of the Vietnamese experience to American audiences. Recalling the period between the agreement and the North Vietnamese takeover in 1975, his unnamed protagonist reflects: “It was a smashingly successful cease-fire, for in the last two years only 150,000 soldiers had died, in addition to the requisite number of civilians. Imagine how many would have died without a truce!”1 Nguyen’s novel speaks to the irony of a cease-fire that looks good on paper and on the international stage while battles continue to rage throughout the country. The South Vietnamese army faced attacks without the support of American soldiers. Southerners lost their employers. Prostitutes and waitresses lost their clients. The inflated economy collapsed in on itself, and the ecological impacts of both traditional and chemical warfare left the earth scarred.

Within the US government, growing antiwar sentiment at home drove Nixon and his advisors to determine that bringing home as many troops as possible, as quickly as possible, offered their best option. The exodus of American service members did little to ease the nerves of South Vietnamese civilians, who, for more than eight years, had lived in a society intertwined with the US military and the money and goods associated with its presence. Urban bars, restaurants, and shops catered predominantly to a clientele of soldiers and Foreign Service officers. Since efforts to limit or eliminate the impact of Americans on local society and the economy had continuously failed throughout the war, the swift exodus on the heels of years of stalled negotiations shocked Vietnamese urban centers.

The chaotic nature of the days that followed the signing of the accords meant that many men had to leave behind girlfriends, fiancées, and children. While MACV offices tried to fast-track familial paperwork, the quick exit simply prevented service members from completing the purposefully complex requirements without violating orders. Soldiers left behind as much money as they could, hoping their loved ones might find a way to escape or survive.2 Only a few thousand Americans remained in Vietnam between 1973 and 1975, meaning there was far less opportunity for local commerce and also for vice. Like the group of bar girls described by the journalist Charles Mohr, gathered together on the roof of the once illustrious Continental Palace Hotel on Tu Do Street, countless other Vietnamese watched as their lovers, their friends, or their primary source of income began to flood out of the country to return home. Mohr ended his report on the cease-fire in Saigon with a description of peasants using their hands to catch catfish in the mud, leaving his reader with the hopeful note that “anyone who can do that may be able to do anything, perhaps even build a decent future after decades of suffering.”3 For Americans, the conflict had lasted eight years to that point, but for the Vietnamese, they had persisted through more than half a century of colonial and communist conflicts.

As the decade-long struggle that turned American politics and Vietnamese life upside down drew to a close, however, the fate of the civilians who relied on GI business for their livelihood remained uncertain. Reports coming out of Saigon in the weeks after the signing of the accords illustrated how severely initial efforts to limit the effects of the American presence on South Vietnamese society had failed.4 Fewer reports exist capturing the scene after the 1975 fall of Saigon, but those that are available indicate that citizens, and in particular women and RVN soldiers, struggled to escape persecution and rebuild their lives.5 So as the United States left Vietnam, Senator Fulbright’s 1966 warning of “fatal impact” seemed not too far from the truth for those who had once found a means of survival or profit through their American allies.

The warnings appeared even more accurate for those who had suffered during the war. Already crowded orphanages faced overwhelming numbers as the abandonment of Amerasian children increased after 1973. Mothers who feared that either they or their interracial children would be targeted after the communist takeover in 1975 chose to bring them to orphanages or worked to take them out of Vietnam in the hope of protecting them from persecution. Families hid the faces of Amerasian children in the streets, fearing they would be killed if someone noticed their skin was a little too light or their eyes were a little too rounded. Young women like Ngoc-Ha Dickinson, who worked in a bar and struggled to free herself and her Amerasian son, risked everything they had and suffered considerable abuse in their fight to liberate themselves and their children from the communists.6

Humanitarian recovery and stabilization efforts by the US military, as well as independent nongovernmental organizations, failed to make much of an impact. Programs to help retrain Vietnamese women to succeed in society meant little when the South collapsed and the incoming government looked on former employees of Americans as enemies to be punished as examples. In April 1975, President Gerald Ford pursued a plan to save seven thousand war orphans, particularly those of American descent who had not been granted US citizenship despite their bloodlines, but only succeeded in evacuating just over three thousand children. The program was heavily criticized when the public learned that some of the children came from well-connected families who were simply seeking a way out for their kids.7 In a nation with hundreds of thousands of orphans, the limited effectiveness of the program and its bias in favoring children who had family with the means to support their emigration served as a reminder of the struggles both sides faced in their failed attempts to manage social relations throughout the conflict.8 Ford’s last-ditch effort to win the hearts and minds of his own American public was mired in tragedy, a reminder of the chaos that swept Saigon in those final days.
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Figure 8. US Air Force service members assist a South Vietnamese orphan from a plane at Clark Air Force Base. Photograph VA050157, courtesy of the Jim Stanitz Collection, Vietnam Center and Sam Johnson Vietnam Archive, Texas Tech University.



The word “struggle” arises often in conversations with and memoirs by women who grew up in Vietnam during the war. While the countless stories of suffering and peril dominate much of the postwar memory of the conflict, the beacons of hope and tales of love and success offer another meaningful story worth telling. Scholars have expertly examined the political records surrounding the Paris Peace Accords, but the human toll caused by a decade of active war preceded by periods of political unrest and decolonization is immense.9 From the signing of the accords in Paris to the last helicopter taking off from the roof of the American embassy during “Black April” two years later, uncertainty characterized the lives of the South Vietnamese people. While the American presence in South Vietnam ended abruptly in the spring of 1975, Vietnamese citizens, refugees, and American service members have wrestled with the memory of the war well into the twenty-first century.

Strained Alliances From Paris to the Streets of Saigon

Nixon’s election in 1968 and the early phases of de-escalation had increased already palpable tensions between the United States and the RVN leadership. Disagreements over political, military, and social goals had long been driving the powers apart.10 Major changes affecting military-civilian interactions took place during the Nixon-Thieu years, including the licensing of prostitution, limitations on marriage policies, and the post–My Lai crackdown on rape and other atrocities. Politically, both nations sought negotiations to end the war separately. The United States did not trust the leadership in the South, and the RVN feared that the United States was withholding information and intended to abandon its ally once an agreement was signed.11 When the negotiations in Paris officially started, representatives from the RVN were not invited to participate. As Henry Kissenger and North Vietnamese official Le Duc Tho proceeded through their years of discourse in Paris surrounded by the top policy minds from both nations, Thieu knew that the Americans had already begun to alienate the South.

When the final terms of the agreement took shape in 1973, Thieu increased his communications with Kissinger to stress potential future steps their nations might take together.12 Much to his frustration, the responses Thieu received indicated that any future actions would need to take place in the context of the latest iteration of the peace terms the Americans had forwarded to him in mid-January.13 For more than a month, Thieu had recognized that the diplomats in Paris were nearing a treaty and that he would need to acquiesce to the decisions made in the negotiations between North Vietnam (the Democratic Republic of Vietnam, or DRV) and the United States.14 His efforts to maintain a voice in the settlement frustrated Nixon and Kissinger, but they eventually persuaded him to sign the agreements with minimal changes to the text previously negotiated between themselves and the DRV.15

Pierre Asselin argues that Thieu resisted earlier versions of the accords that failed to remove North Vietnamese soldiers from South Vietnam. He made these moves, Asselin asserts, entirely out of fear that the DRV would quickly take control of the South if the United States left. Thieu wanted to avoid the same problems caused by the US presence, or worse. Saigon, Asselin argues, “had developed a wartime dependence on the Americans that became so overwhelming that it reduced South Vietnam and its people to the role of collaborators.”16 Images of Vietnamese fleeing the country in 1975 resonate in popular memory as the moment when the war appeared to unravel, but the realities of this wartime dependence first came into sharp focus when MACV and the last combat troops withdrew on March 29, 1973.17

As the primary beneficiaries and dependents of the American economic presence in Vietnam from 1965 to 1973, the bar owners, madams, pimps, hostesses, and prostitutes suffered the most jarring changes when the soldiers left. The impact affected the women and men at different times and for different reasons, but not a single account I have read showed former employees or allies of the American benefiting from the war’s end. The most immediate shift impacted the daily income of those who worked in the service industries, since the lack of customers meant a lack of tips. While several thousand Americans remained in Vietnam to oversee the transition of military control over US goods, the masses of enlisted men no longer flooded the nightclubs and markets after March.18 As bases closed, the hostesses, laundresses, and maids lost their jobs. Drivers no longer had American clients waiting at every corner for a taxi. Trinket sellers found few tourists seeking mementos to bring home to their girlfriends and mothers. Troop reductions meant slower business, and soon little or no business at all. Women who had taken apartments with American soldiers found themselves responsible for paying rent on their own, but the struggle to find work left them without a source of income.

Just as they had during the war, journalists focused on bar girls and prostitutes as indicators of the societal changes. Depending on who you asked, prostitution remained both a constant threat and a source of necessary recreation. In the days after the signing of the accords, images and descriptions of city life flooded Western papers. The world was curious to see how the aftermath of years of conflict looked, and the press capitalized on scenes of desperation and trauma. A common theme was the sense of despair among bar and brothel owners, as well as workers in other industries that profited from foreign clients. The journalist Charles Mohr reported: “Vice is a depressed industry in Saigon… . The charm is gone.”19 Writing about the bar girls on the roof of the Continental Palace Hotel, watching as soldiers gathered below to leave, he presumed they must be pondering whether the nominal end of the war meant in fact an end to the business that had made them among the best-paid civilians in wartime Saigon. With bars and brothels around the city shut down in raids aimed at upholding curfew restrictions, the women and girls, and certainly their employers, feared that the peace accords signaled more closures ahead. For a short time, soldiers had to be funneled through Saigon to reach the Tan Son Nhut Air Base to board a flight out of the country, keeping some of the women employed in the short run as the men made a final stop to experience Saigon’s nightlife. Time magazine reported, “There they were: the last U.S. servicemen, buzzing about Saigon on driver-pedaled cycles, flirting with bar girls, buying souvenirs and generally staging the biggest shopping, sex and sightseeing spree ever seen in the city.”20 Yet this temporary prop for the local economy did little to ease concerns.

Mohr noted that the popular perceptions of exotic women in miniskirts did not adequately represent the diversity of the Vietnamese who felt abandoned when the Americans began to leave. Focusing on vice workers, he wrote that the few “pretty prostitutes” were “outnumbered by the hardened veterans. There are transvestites, young homosexual boy prostitutes, children selling cigarettes, men selling bad paintings and dirty pictures, and prostitutes who are mutes. There is even a mute midget.”21 Mohr saw them as the “sordid” side of Saigon, a group he thought would likely struggle in the postwar world. What remained particularly unclear was how the Vietnamese leadership would treat these vulnerable members of society, especially if the North Vietnamese overtook Saigon, as they eventually did.

Journalists’ accounts of the period from 1973 to 1975 commonly discussed the declining demand for prostitution, abandoned lovers, and the overall feelings of despair that emanated from once crowded brothels and bars throughout Vietnam. Saigon became the focus of reporting in these years, leaving nothing but silence from many of the abandoned outposts in other areas formerly bustling with American servicemen like Da Nang, Long Binh, and Hue. After the signing of the accords, the remaining Americans congregated closer to Saigon, leaving smaller cities to face near complete elimination of their tourist-based economies.

The silence reflects the fact that bar culture, prostitution, and other services on US bases in these areas suffered a much more sudden demise than in the cities because their clientele disappeared virtually overnight. Americans had to leave girlfriends, and in some cases wives, without a clear sense of the timeline or possibility of return as they quickly followed their units out of Vietnam.22 In the few days they had to prepare to move out, some service members scrambled to get visas for their partners, while others simply left behind as much cash as they could afford. Army Specialist Nelson Coffey told Time that he paid the next month’s rent for his girlfriend’s apartment and gave her pocket money to help her get by. He hoped she might meet someone else who could support her but acknowledged that “if she can’t hook up with a [US] civilian soon, she’ll go back to the rice paddies.”23 Coffey did not realize that she likely could not return to an agricultural lifestyle, or that when the North Vietnamese eventually took over the South, she would be subject to arrest and reeducation. For many women who had abandoned their ancestral homes for the cities, the war left them with nothing to go back to. Destroyed villages and broken families barred an easy return to prewar life.24

Older Vietnamese, particularly women, who had worked closely with the Americans had the most to lose. Bar and brothel owners had taken on a public profile as they peddled drinks or women over the previous decade and had profited much more than their employees, but after 1975 they faced a hostile new government, negative repercussions from their past, and the loss of their businesses. One female bar owner, a thirty-two-year-old identified only as Miss Bich by a reporter for Time, bemoaned her plight as she waited for soldiers to come to her establishment. “I love Special Forces men,” she told the journalist in April 1973, days after the final American combat troops left the country. “They are all crazy and never care about tomorrow. They go into field and maybe die. I stay here and get drunk and maybe die.”25 She claimed the soldiers had stuck her with $30,000 in unpaid bar tabs. While the figure seems excessively high in this case, some business owners familiar with GIs had, in an attempt to win their repeat business, built relationships with them and allowed them to run a tab they never had the time or intention to pay off.

In the two years between the withdrawal of American combat forces and the fall of Saigon in April 1975, the United States and the RVN tried to negotiate the future roles of women in Vietnamese civilian society by welcoming USAID programs in the hope of keeping the women out of reeducation camps or worse in the years to follow. One such program in 1973 set out to “provide sociological analysis and research” on “the involvement of Vietnamese women within the political, social, [and] economic sectors of the Government and population of Vietnam.”26 The North Vietnamese and the NLF touted the advances women had made once out of the grip of the American “imperialists,” and USAID programs aimed to reflect a similar image for southern women.27 The official approved to head the program, US Foreign Service officer Anita Lauve, had already created a name for herself among specialists on the war through her experience with the RAND Corporation in the late 1960s. RAND’s work with civilians would uniquely qualify her to embed within the local culture.

Lauve’s deployment with USAID in 1973 marked an acknowledgment by both governments of the need to address women’s issues in the post–Paris Peace Accords era. Her projected actions included placing special emphasis on “the role of women in the development of the Vietnamese economy.”28 Lauve was chosen for the one-year position in part because of her previous experiences in Vietnam, where she had witnessed the impact of the war on the economy and in turn the impact on women’s mobility and their ability to provide for their families.29 Working out of Saigon, Lauve set out to assess and recommend how best to restructure women’s roles in South Vietnam in a world after de-escalation. By the time Lauve was dispatched to Saigon in December 1973, the exit of American combat troops had largely upended urban economies. The inflationary spending of the remaining American civilians and the supplies of goods for service members that ended up on the black markets slowed to a near halt. Programs to help women find work or learn skills struggled to take root. Organizers faced considerable social challenges and progressively increasing hostilities with North Vietnamese forces, as well as a lack of support from the South Vietnamese leadership.

President Thieu’s efforts to maintain a grip on South Vietnam in the social and military vacuum of American de-escalation meant simultaneously controlling overcrowding, unemployment, vice, and crime. His efforts included the forced relocation of individuals to areas outside Saigon. The process was illegal because it violated a Paris Peace Accords stipulation against hindering the free movement of civilians.30 Thieu’s policies forced the poor and those labeled as criminals, including prostitutes, to areas beyond the city or into reeducation camps, where they could learn new skills or simply be separated from the rest of society. In her study of Vietnamese refugees, historian Amanda Demmer links the aggressive use of oppressive reeducation camps to the high number of migrants who tried to escape the South following the war.31 Organizers placed the camps in undesirable areas that had suffered from war or environmental damage. The use of reeducation camps only intensified after the South fell.

In the cities, the economic vacuum left by the departing troops caused Vietnamese from all walks of life to suffer. From the bar girl to the laundress, from the translator to the secretary, those who had come to rely on the Americans as their best source of income found themselves without jobs and without protection. The removal of combat troops turned the country’s economy on its head, but the risk of physical harm increased significantly when communist forces rolled into Saigon in 1975.

After the Fall of Saigon

Saigon officially “fell” to the communists on April 30, 1975, sparking a refugee crisis that resulted in hundreds of thousands of Vietnamese dispersing around the world and reshaping global politics.32 As Vietnamese gathered their families and belongings and attempted to flee the incoming regime, relatively few made it out on the last helicopters, planes, and boats that scrambled for international refuges. The Pentagon gave embassy officials the green light to help 35,000 Vietnamese evacuate to the United States, but the approval did not come until weeks after the operation began. Conditions deteriorated day by day, but at least 130,000 people still managed to negotiate the system and leave the city.33 Most of them passed from one military post to the next as they made their way around the globe to the United States, making them what Yen Le Espiritu has referred to as both colonial and militarized refugees. Allied Australian forces supported evacuations as part of Operation Frequent Wind, the US military program for those wishing to exit Vietnam. After several failed attempts and considerable chaos and mortar shelling, the committed C-130 transport planes managed to move fewer than two thousand people outside of Saigon to Can Tho before the situation made it impossible to continue the lifts.34 On April 20 President Thieu agreed to resign and fled into exile six days later. He turned the nation over to the NLF sympathizer Duong Van Minh, who ordered RVN troops to lay down all arms in surrender only four days later.35 Facing the unknown, the public swarmed to board planes and boats in the final days of April, seeking any means possible to keep their families safe and together.36

For those unable or unwilling to evacuate, the loss of American clients meant a loss of relative protection for the bar girls and prostitutes who had grown accustomed to the presence and the money of Americans. Women who lived with or were engaged or married to an American faced similar uncertainly over whether they could leave with their partner.37 In the days before the fall, rumors of the impending arrival of the North Vietnamese army prompted women in this position to fight for a visa to escape with their partner or find a service member willing to marry them in the final hours to help them build a better case. Under extreme pressure, the United States relaxed its immigration policies by passing the Indochina Migration and Refugee Assistance Act on May 23, 1975.38 The act allowed in the numerous refugees who had escaped any way they could, including via US helicopters, transport planes, or commandeered South Vietnamese planes and boats.39

At their height, the bar and prostitution industries also fueled tertiary businesses, which now struggled under the change in leadership. Bar owners found that sustaining profits required more than simply women’s bodies. When the United States pulled its troops out in 1973, those tied to the industry in other ways faced a loss of income as well. In one example, a 1974 report from the Indochina Resource Center titled “Vietnam: The Human Costs of the American Aid Programs” mentioned a man named Linh who lost his English language lessons business. Linh, who had family with RVN connections, worked near American posts to profit from his translation classes. In one of his ventures, Linh taught “rudimentary English at fancy prices.” His clientele included “swarms of prostitutes and bar girls,” who could earn higher wages if they learned enough English to communicate with their customers.40 The report was very critical, noting that most Vietnamese did not have such connections with either government. It referred to Linh as an economic entrepreneur, and an extreme one at that. Although the author of this report, Guy Gran, viewed prostitution as a form of structural violence dictated by economic dependence, his report helped highlight how the practice of prostitution had served as a springboard for many other businesses.

The prostitution industry remained resilient in the face of a changing market and increasing pressure to shut down. A US government information sheet on life in Saigon after the fall cites refugee accounts claiming that sex work in the city remained a social problem even after the Americans left. Recalling General Westmoreland’s 1967 efforts to use Operation M.O.O.S.E. to alter the demographics of the city by removing undesirable individuals, the Vietnamese leadership began a “phased program” to relocate citizens to what the refugees referred to as “new economic areas.”41 The program served multiple purposes for the new communist government. It started by forcing out former South Vietnamese ARVN soldiers and those who had worked closely with the Americans as a means of reducing the risks posed by people with military training or loyalty to the new government’s opponents. In addition, the government also allegedly used the program to remove the urban poor who failed to offer bribes in exchange for staying in central Saigon or Cholon.

As always, however, vice remained popular but became more competitive. “Despite a reduction in the number of Hondas on the Saigon streets,” an unnamed refugee claimed, Westernized Vietnamese “ ‘cowboys’ flourish and prostitution is still in evidence.”42 In an additional parallel to the American escalation period, unemployment and inflation led desperate women to continue working in, or to turn to, prostitution for quick cash. The prostitutes mentioned in the report pointed to their place among the lingering remnants of American culture that remained in 1976. The women included the wives of RVN military officers who were able to “solicit quite openly” in the popular bar districts of Tu Do and Nguyen Hue Streets.43 The reference to the wives of former officers indicates that their husbands had either been killed, arrested, or sent to the “new economic areas,” or were otherwise unable to provide for their wives. The fact that so many women continued to peddle themselves openly in prostitution also indicates that the desire for sexual encounters persisted across time and place. Several bars stayed in business to cater to the entirely new population of North Vietnamese soldiers with the same male desires for companionship and sex. The appetite for their services, however, was not enough to protect women from arrest. The communists sent numerous women, in particular the poor and those with direct ties to Americans, to reeducation camps.

Reeducation under the communist government differed from camp to camp and from prisoner to prisoner.44 The North Vietnamese repurposed dilapidated facilities like the Long Thanh orphan village for reeducation housing.45 Most of the sites housed both men and women. Lu Van Thanh, in his account of his own time served in a camp for his close relationship with Americans while working as an English translator in the ARVN, described his interactions with a female prisoner named An T. Cao. Cao was engaged to an American man and had gone to the United States. The communists arrested Cao when she returned to Vietnam to visit family in 1975 and held her in a detention camp. Thanh recalls that Cao was sent to the camp where he was being held because she could not stop crying when she heard that her father had died, and that she had considered either committing suicide or risking rape to leave Vietnam by boat.46 Thanh notes that “prostitutes, delinquent youth, and boat escapees” were generally held in different camps than former South Vietnamese military personnel.47 Prostitutes sent for retraining sometimes found themselves entirely isolated if they suffered from venereal disease.

Prostitutes occupied a tenuous place in society after the fall of Saigon being subject to disease and to societal concerns that maintaining the industry would only reflect a continuation of American policies, both of which supplied the motivation to send the prostitutes to reeducation camps. USAID employee James Schill recalled in an interview that the spread of infection among bar girls “was a huge problem.” The women who left their villages to make money “came back with all sorts of venereal disease, which not only affected their health, but affected their children—affected their socialization within a—within a familial community—they were kicked out.”48 The Saigon People’s Forum proposed a program to close houses of prostitution in October 1975, six months after the last Americans left. A panel of parents who made up the organization pressured the government, claiming, “As parents of victims of decadence, we are very worried over the fate of our children, and hate the ugly vestiges left behind by the U.S.-puppet regime.” One reason for their concern was the rumor that the new clientele for the women consisted of “young men only 16 or 17 years old.” The panel hoped the new government would “severely punish” those who refused to quit the business after the Americans left, defending this as the only way to force prostitutes to learn from their mistakes.49

External charities and religious groups sent aid workers to Saigon to assist with the training of young women in the hope of preventing them from being banished to the “new economic areas.” The still functioning RVN Center for the Protection of Young Women and Girls took in youth from high-risk groups. Former bar girls, prostitutes, heroin dealers, and street thieves made up the majority of the population they tried to assist.50 Volunteers at the center taught the women trades to help them find careers within the law, remaining hopeful that opportunities would reopen for them once the transfer of leadership settled down. For individuals who had formerly worked for Americans or made good money in bars, however, the meager salary for legal occupations like styling hair shocked and disappointed them.51

The stigma of having lived with, worked for, or loved Americans during the war created significant obstacles for citizens of the former South Vietnam. In addition to prostitutes and sellers of luxury items, bartenders, restaurant owners, laundry service providers, seamstresses, and workers in other industries catering to foreigners all suffered economically when the Americans left. In addition to the loss of profits, those closely associated with Americans, like Lu Van Thanh, also risked imprisonment or death. The destabilization of the economy left families unable to feed their children, leading to acts of desperation, including a 1974 case of a father who took his family out for one final farewell film and then set himself on fire in the streets of Saigon.52 War widows, numbering nearly 1 million, received insufficient support or protection from either government and found themselves crushed between two worlds.53 Civilians blamed inflation and corruption for the South’s inability to regain control and establish terms with northern forces.

For the incoming North Vietnamese leadership, rebuilding the South meant, in part, fighting off its identity as a destination for sex. The Women’s Union emphasized the reeducation of prostitutes in their efforts to rebuild Vietnamese culture in the communist image. Kimberly Kay Hoang has argued that the “national liberation movement held a strict code of ethics that prohibited the rape and prostitution of local women” and felt it was capable of teaching that behavior to others.54 Schools for the “recovery of human dignity” specifically focused on health care and vocational training for former prostitutes, using the training to indoctrinate former sex workers to favor the communists over the “imperialist” Americans.55 Partisans of the national liberation movement viewed themselves as protectors of their fellow Vietnamese women.56

Two experts on postwar sex work, Hoang and Thu-Huong Nguyen-Vo, both consider the party to have been reasonably successful in its program to repress the practice during the decade following the war. The elimination of prostitution was never achieved, but the industry presented the unified government with an easy target to address. Previously productive negotiations for aid that might have further helped with social programs stalled when President Jimmy Carter refused to take responsibility and pay reparation fees for damages from the war.57 After Vietnam began to open economically and politically to the world in 1986, during the period known as doi moi, a resurgence of prostitution again made the country an internationally known destination for sex tourism.58

Escaping Vietnam

Personal accounts best capture the instability and separation that plagued divided couples and families after the fall of Saigon. Ngoc-Ha Dickinson was working at the bar of an American noncommissioned officers’ club when she met a young Naval Academy graduate and pilot, Lieutenant (junior grade) John Dickinson, in 1969. The couple engaged in a slow and respectful courtship over many months before John’s tour ended and he learned he would be returning to the United States. Ngoc-Ha remained cautious of the relationship and faced criticism from Vietnamese friends and family, who told her that their liaison was just “a fantasy.”59 After the two spent a romantic week together, John returned home, and Ngoc-Ha learned she was pregnant shortly after. The couple kept in contact via mail for as long as possible, but as so many others discovered, the process of completing a visa and marriage application from across the ocean proved impossible.60 After 1973, Ngoc-Ha experienced layoffs at work and lost touch with John. She married a persistent South Vietnamese army captain, but after 1975 his link to the South Vietnamese government and her former work for the Americans placed their entire family at risk.

Ngoc-Ha and her South Vietnamese husband were both eventually sent to reeducation camps. She had been caught by police illegally selling clothes at a local flea market. In the camp, communist officials declared her a “puppet for the hated imperialists” and sentenced her to death. While she awaited her execution, the guards starved her and allowed only one visit per week from her mother. When her mother visited, she refused to bring Ngoc-Ha’s son, Minh, out of fear the guards would notice that he was Amerasian and take him away. One of Ngoc-Ha’s friends with connections to the North secured her release after six months of imprisonment, allowing her to reunite with Minh.

Ngoc-Ha feared for the life of her son the entire time they lived in Vietnam and avoided letting him be seen in public. His grandmother escorted him to school and waited for him to be released so he wouldn’t need to walk alone.61 Dickinson reflects in her memoir that when Minh said he wanted to join the Vietnamese army, she was taken aback. “I loved Minh very much,” she wrote but feared that due to his Amerasian heritage, “he was marked. He could never be completely safe against political vendettas or be assured an economic future in Communist Vietnam.”62 She determined at that moment that her best option was to take Minh out of the country for his safety and hers, but the exit proved difficult as her past links made her particularly vulnerable to harassment and coercion. After numerous failed attempts and close calls with death, she finally secured passage for herself and her then two children, without her husband, on a boat out of Vietnam. Temporarily held on a Thai ship, where she narrowly avoided being raped and murdered, she was rescued by a German vessel and taken to Germany. In a wild twist of fate, and as her last name indicates, she did eventually reconnect with John Dickinson and moved to the United States in the 1990s, when they married. Their story of reunion appears to be the exception to the rule for wartime lovers, but Ngoc-Ha Dickinson’s struggles point to the persistent scrutiny faced by women who had had relationships with American men.

Having a sister, aunt, or cousin who married a US serviceman and emigrated from Vietnam put extended family members who stayed behind at risk of harassment or imprisonment. Kim Norrell’s love story, described in chapter 4, compounded the difficulties of the postwar era for her family. In addition to her own courtship, marriage, and expatriation, her family had multiple other connections to Americans, all of which made them targets. They had earned their living during the war by providing laundry services to soldiers.63 Once Saigon fell, their clients were gone, and her father was forced to give almost all of his money to the new government.64 After discovering Norrell’s brother-in-law, a former major in the South Vietnamese army, living in hiding as a chauffeur, the government ordered him to report to a reeducation camp designed to break his loyalty to the previous leadership. Upon his release, the communists at the camp told him to find a job immediately or else he would be sent to work on land development in the jungle with his family.65 These “new economic areas” in the jungles included hazardous regions poisoned by defoliant chemicals or littered with unexploded land mines from the war.66 He was able to avoid hard labor or death in the jungle, making him one of the lucky former officers.

Couples who succeeded in their marriage attempts typically worked to assist other members of their families come to the United States. As of 2001, Vietnamese immigrants ranked fifth for legal entry into the United States under the family reunification program.67 Norrell used her American citizenship to work with other Vietnamese Americans to organize emigration efforts. She has assisted with obtaining visas and has lobbied politicians to ease the restrictions against Vietnamese immigration to the United States.68 Major legal changes during doi moi in the 1980s lifted many of the legal barriers and allowed for families to return to Vietnam to visit relatives they had not seen since the war.69 Through the efforts of Norrell, her husband, Tom, and others like them, countless families have been reunited after many years of believing it might no longer be possible. They served as a bridge between the governments, applying steady pressure on diplomats and empowering loved ones to move freely across political borders.

Orphans and the Memory of War

Given the relatively limited number of marriages, only eight thousand, between American service members and Vietnamese civilian women in comparison to the much higher numbers of prostitutes, and in light of the illegality and limited use of contraception, the number of Amerasian war orphans is not surprising. High rates of unplanned pregnancy and American fears about the responsibilities connected to paternity developed into serious social concerns in the mid-1970s. Estimates of the total number of orphaned Amerasian children run as high as fifty thousand. Amanda Demmer cautions against viewing all Amerasian children as orphans, however, and notes that many remained within biological family units, as noted in accounts from Hayslip and Dickinson.70 When the deployment of the fathers ended and the mothers needed to return to work, overwhelmed guardians might release the children to an orphanage. At the end of the war, rumors ran rampant that any Amerasians left after the fall of Saigon would be killed on sight. These types of fears motivated Dickinson to keep her son’s face hidden in public, and eventually to escape Vietnam. The children of war came into the world with no say over their role in the conflict. Their innocence in the face of trauma captured the attention of the world and brought the issue to the table in foreign relations and the US public diplomacy debate.

Amerasian children, born in the thousands from 1965 to 1975, represent a troubling legacy of the Vietnam War. Some in Vietnamese culture viewed the mixed-heritage products of GI-civilian sexual relationships as disgraceful reminders of intimate encounters with Americans.71 Whether their fathers knew about their existence or not, mothers who found themselves unprepared or unable to care for an infant turned their children over to orphanages. Mothers of children with mixed Vietnamese and African American lineages were more likely to surrender their babies, since their children were even more likely to face discrimination, as some Vietnamese held racist views, believing Black skin to be ugly or inferior.72 The large population of orphans born to African American fathers also resulted from the brothel segregation system, since the prostitutes who catered to Black soldiers typically received less medical care or education.

Care facilities in Vietnam took in as many children as possible, while others lived in abject poverty with their families or begged on the street. American servicemen participated in programs to help build orphanages during the conflict, but their efforts went only so far without the financial and political support the children needed from their own government.73 The Women’s Army Corps also contributed to caring for children in need, including performing tasks like feeding babies.

Most of the Amerasian children born during the baby boom stayed in Vietnam after the war. Estimates of the number of interracial children remaining in South Vietnam fluctuate dramatically, ranging from 25,000 to 50,000 children throughout the country, with 8,000 to 10,000 in the Saigon area alone.74 Outside Vietnam, a similar legacy persisted near military staging sites and R&R destinations like Thailand and the Philippines.75 Even with highly publicized efforts such as the 1975 Operation Babylift, which took out just over three thousand children, scores remained in Vietnam, where blending into society offered Amerasian children their best chance for avoiding discrimination.

International adoptions raise numerous ethical questions, even when separated from the context of war. Laura Briggs, who has written extensively on adoption policies, argues in her book Somebody’s Children: The Politics of Transracial and Transnational Adoption that “if we want to understand adoption, especially intercountry and interracial adoption, we need to see that its practices do not resolve neatly into categories of coercive and innocent, good and bad. Adoption may sometimes be the best outcome in a bad situation, but it is always layered with pain, coercion, and lack of access to necessary resources, with relatives (usually single mothers) who are vulnerable.”76 She asserts that the additional factor of stranger adoption, when children are adopted into wealthy foreign families, points to a power imbalance whereby privileged individuals inequitably take in the children of underprivileged populations. In Vietnam, the number of Amerasian children fathered by soldiers, and the debate over the United States’ view of itself as a protector of South Vietnam, tell part of the story, but Americans were not the only foreigners interested in international adoptions from Vietnam.

When the DRV takeover of South Vietnam appeared inevitable, governments around the world moved to rescue orphans, especially mixed-race children whose appearance would leave them more vulnerable to persecution. America’s Australian allies came to the aid of abandoned children early in the war. They first attempted to relocate orphaned children in 1967. The Australian government recognized the increasing violence of the escalation, and the country’s geographic proximity made it a logical resettlement location. On December 7, Radio Australia News reported that the first two orphans from Vietnam would shortly be brought to their new home through the Department of Immigration in Canberra.77 As soon as the efforts began, however, they seemed to stall.

The diplomatic correspondent for Radio Australia predicted that more arrivals were likely, but Australian adoption policies limited the relocations to numbers far lower than needed. The policies, meant to ensure stable lifetime adoption, prioritized approvals for families who could communicate in the child’s language, as well as breach the “psychological barriers” that might prevent bonding between the children and their adoptive parents. These “barriers” likely referred to the issue of race, as well as the difficulty of raising a possibly traumatized war orphan in a foreign culture. Joshua Forkert’s dissertation on Australian adoption of Vietnamese youth in the 1960s and 1970s shows how humanitarian efforts subverted the system for bringing children into the country to meet their new parents. Unlike their American allies, he argues, Australians did not see the adoptions as a form of “atonement” for the war.78 The Australian government pushed back against the numbers of adoptions fought for by humanitarian figures like Elaine Moir, who even smuggled several children into Australia. From case-by-case adoption efforts like those promoted by the Australian government early in the war to the push for regular relocations by humanitarian activists and eventual large-scale attempts like Operation Babylift, the plight of war orphans troubled civilian observers from the period of escalation till long after the fall of Saigon.

Children are particularly vulnerable to the traumas of war, from violence to malnutrition, and the use of children as pawns to psychologically attack adults. James Marten breaks down the categories of children across all conflicts as casualties, soldiers, survivors, and veterans. Marten acknowledges that children are not simply victims of war and that we cannot fully load our adult fears onto them, but he also cites scholarship that helps us understand how deeply children internalize conflict. He writes that young people “seem to understand war more instinctively than they do peace.”79 Compounding these universal concerns, Amerasian war orphans in Vietnam had the added struggle of being visibly different, making their family an easier target for enemies.

Rumors that interracial children would be targeted and killed if discovered by communist forces prompted some mothers to give their children to orphanages or try to get them out of the country.80 Since having a mixed-race child also served as evidence of past relations with Americans, putting mothers at risk for being sent to reeducation camps, some may have thought that giving their child away might be the best option for their own safety. Orphanages were not always safe from military threats, however. In a dispute in early 1971, the Long Thanh orphan village in Bien Hoa complained that US Army helicopters were harassing the orphanage, shining lights into the buildings at night and even firing on the location.81 The Americans in contrast reported that shots had been fired at their aircraft from within or near the orphanage walls.82 In less than a month, US officials ended their investigation and justified the actions as a response to hostile activity. In the tense atmosphere of the war, even locations set up as safe havens for children carried risks for those perceived as enemies.

As the war wound down, the concern over long-term social relationships like marriage took precedence over the then standard problem of prostitution. Attention turned to ending the war as smoothly as possible, easing the process of de-escalation and helping to burnish the legacy of the Vietnam War in American memory. The plight of Amerasian children born from GI-civilian sexual encounters threatened this process. Although American GIs assisted with aid to orphanages and rural schools throughout the war, the numbers grew too unmanageable for the United States to have an impact on supporting all the children. The efforts of military organizations supported the civilian groups that came to represent the orphan crisis at the end of the war, making up for the American leadership’s lack of accomplishment.

From early in his presidency, Nixon had faced major issues involving soldier-civilian relations in Vietnam. The two topics that posed the greatest potential risk to his efforts to end the war on a positive note were the massacre at My Lai and the increasing numbers of children abandoned by American servicemen. Attempts to create a policy on the appropriate way to address the orphan problem persisted far beyond Nixon’s tenure, however. Congressional legislation establishing the legal rights of children of American servicemen abroad in the 1980s led to dramatic court cases detailing the responsibilities of the United States to care for those left behind after foreign conflicts.83

Several domestic humanitarian groups reached out to Nixon to urge support for the orphans, and particularly Amerasian orphans. The wives of foreign diplomats and other civilians who gained access to Vietnam often took volunteer positions in orphanages, providing a voice for the children that might not otherwise have reached the leadership in Washington.84 Nonprofits focused more attention on the topic as the war progressed, and appealed to the president on a regular basis to send support for the children, citing high mortality rates and the general dangers the children faced each day living so close to combat operations.85 Nixon’s staff sent a relatively standard form letter in response to queries on the topic, thanking his correspondents for their interest in and concern for the orphans. The administration denied the scope of the problem described in the letters, assuring their recipients that the numbers of mixed-race children were not high and that the South Vietnamese “already provided considerable assistance” to them.86 Some of the pleas to Nixon also included offers of assistance and expressions of hope that the government and citizens might be able to work together to solve the problems, but the official replies simply referred the eager writers to organizations that accepted donations.87

By answering the letters on the children for him, Nixon’s staff hoped to keep him at a safe distance from this most recent of social issues turned foreign policy concerns in Vietnam. They kept the language vague but universally positive. Nixon resisted in some minor ways, arguing that the administration could not ignore the burgeoning orphan population, who would grow up to become the next generation of Vietnamese, something his staff saw as “a most valuable resource.”88 Still, his advisors remained unsure what the United States could actually do to fix the problem. For their part, the South Vietnamese seemed sympathetic to allowing more adoptions to proceed. The government approved outside adoption agencies to begin working in Vietnam in 1971, starting with the Pearl S. Buck Foundation, and expanded this privilege to the Holt International Agency in 1973.89 Despite Nixon’s stated concerns, Congress did not pass any immigration policy changes that might have eased the backlog of orphans. The administration remained steadfast against changing the law to entitle any child of an American service member automatic citizenship as the French had done during the colonial period.90 In fact, as Sabrina Thomas has detailed in her research on the crisis, lawmakers proposed several bills to aid with the relocation of Amerasian children, but they failed to move beyond the committee stage.91 As long as it could, Nixon’s administration kept the issue on the back burner while the United States took part in trilateral peace negotiations in Paris.

Only when Saigon began to fall did Nixon’s successor, Gerald Ford, put the orphan issue back into the spotlight with the organization of Operation Babylift. The plan offered Ford one final opportunity to improve international opinion of American policies in Vietnam through a very public show of empathy.92 The operation took a dark turn only twenty-four hours after it was announced when, on April 4, 1975, a cargo door on a plane carrying over two hundred children malfunctioned, blowing a hole through the back of the aircraft. The accident led to the deaths of seventy-eight children and several employees of the adoption agency Friends for All Children.93 Journalists also reported that some of the children on the manifest were not actually orphaned, but that their parents had paid for their passage out of Vietnam. Beset by trauma and scandal, the operation made little relative impact on the population of vulnerable children as a whole.94 For the nearly three thousand children who escaped on those flights, however, their lives changed in dramatic ways as the airlift opened up to them new opportunities in the United States.95 Nevertheless, like the end of the war itself, the efforts to save and protect orphans appeared incomplete and only reminded the public of everything the Americans had been unable to accomplish in those final days.

After the last American ground forces left Vietnam, the fight to protect orphans and resettle them the United States continued. Beginning in the late 1970s and carrying over into the 1980s, a growing number of congressional voices called for more open refugee policies, leading to a steady influx of tens of thousands of Vietnamese per month by 1979.96 Those numbers, of course, triggered a reaction from organizations concerned about the pace of the influx.97 The welcoming of orphans and other refugees fit the United States’ goal of improving its image through the atonement described by Joshua Forkert, or what some scholars have referred to as the development of Americans’ view of themselves as saviors.98 As they always have, immigration policies deeply divided Americans, who struggled to balance ideals of openness and responsibility with nativism and isolation. The struggle resulted in the slow changes leading to the passage of the 1988 Amerasian Homecoming Act, which finally offered preferential treatment to children born to American fathers during the Vietnam War on Vietnamese soil but did not apply to staging or R&R locations.99

The signing of the 1973 Paris Peace Accords hardly brought a sense of peace to the civilians living in the cities of South Vietnam, as battles quickly resumed between their forces and the North Vietnamese. The feminist scholar Cynthia Enloe has argued that women in particular suffered across party lines after the end of the American era of the war.100 Prostitutes and others who worked for Americans lost not only their source of employment but their protection against Vietnamese police as well. Girlfriends lost their lovers. Many lost the friendships they had built with soldiers, contractors, diplomats, and foreign civilian women. Even southern women who supported the communists in North Vietnam, Enloe asserted, suffered when they failed to garner the positions in the government of the unified Vietnam they had long hoped to achieve. Restructuring and recovery after 1975 led to punishment and poverty for many. According to Enloe, Vietnamese women only began to regain their positions of power in the twenty-first century.101 While I am inclined to agree, the future of the slowly relaxing communist leadership remains uncertain.102 Men around the world still flock to Vietnam for sex tourism, and growing concerns over sex trafficking out of Asia have raised suspicions about Vietnam’s desire to protect women.103

If, amid decades of war, all Vietnamese men and women experienced suffering in some sense, that grief was shared by many of the Americans they had fought or supported for over a decade, as the human and environmental toll of the war ran even deeper than the initial military, political, and economic shocks. For Americans, the end of combat operations in Vietnam and the fall of Saigon two years later provided some closure to more than a decade of intervention in this Southeast Asian country on the other side of the world. In politics, the war made American leaders hesitant in their subsequent foreign policy decisions.

In the United States, domestic unrest rooted in the antiwar movements, and fueled by the corruption uncovered in the Watergate scandal, divided the nation. For returning veterans, however, the memories of Vietnam took on diverse meanings. Harassment in the streets, the invisible mental scars of post-traumatic stress, and the slowly progressing health effects from Agent Orange poisoning haunted numerous men and women. Those proud of their service found few audiences prepared to hear their stories in the 1970s. Humanitarian efforts and legal changes failed to help all Amerasian children in their efforts to leave a Vietnam that offered few opportunities. Vo Van Dang, born to a prostitute and an African American soldier in 1971, has fought his whole life but has never been able to prove his lineage. He lives “in a Ho Chi Minh City slum house, where 20 people share an open-air toilet,” and previously worked in a communist labor camp.104 Dang’s experiences, and those of others like him, have increasingly surfaced in recent years as the fiftieth anniversary of the war reminded many to think back on what was left behind.

Aging veterans have sought out numerous ways to reconnect to the people they knew, women they loved, or children they fathered and had to leave in Vietnam. In 2014 the BBC filmed the efforts of a former soldier, Jerry Quinn, on his search through the streets of Saigon, now called Ho Chi Minh City, as he looked for his son. Quinn’s story ends back in the United States, where he learned that his son was actually one of the few children taken out during Operation Babylift. He recalled his childhood in Vietnam as a difficult one, when he faced harassment for his mixed American heritage and suffered anguish while trying to survive as a young boy in the jungles before making it out.105 Jim Stewart also returned to Vietnam in search of Mai and the daughter he had fathered with her, but sadly learned that the young girl had been killed at seven years old when she was struck by a truck while playing with her cousin.106 Le Ly Hayslip, speaking to me in 2016, said that veterans often approach her to return with them to Vietnam to participate in humanitarian work and relive the formative years they spent in the war. One soldier she accompanied back tearfully reunited with his former lover, who still worked in a bar in Da Nang. The yearning and desire to make connections from the past ran both ways. The woman begged him for support after many years of reeducation and being banned from taking a better job, but the soldier already had a wife and family in the United States whom he loved, so he turned her down despite her pleas.107 For members of the armed forces, South Vietnamese women, and the children they had during the war, the search for closure does not always turn out the way the individuals imagine, but the quests have only grown more common as the war generation advances in age.






Conclusion

Reframing the Diplomatic History of the Vietnam War

The diplomatic history of sexual encounters during the Vietnam War bridges the subfields of military history, gender history, foreign policy history, and social history under a transnational lens. Acknowledging the human experiences of war, both on and behind the front lines, improves our understanding of the entire enterprise. Coming to terms with the meaning and repercussions of sex during the Vietnam War presents considerable challenges, as most of the occurences were never documented in detail. Political and social discourse over the war’s morality and the honorability of the US-RVN alliance developed when the world took time to consider whether deeper meanings lay behind the otherwise mundane acts of love, hate, racism, and war. Accounts of whirlwind romances, short times behind plastic sheets with a prostitute, months of persistence to legally enter a loving marriage, and violent assaults all help to illustrate the complex network of sexual encounters that occurred between soldiers and civilians during the Vietnam War. As a symptom of American military escalation, the social and cultural repercussions influenced the political at every level, from local government to heads of state. The relationships, exchanges, and abuses frustrated both military and civilian leadership, who were forced to rethink how to manage the social lives of their citizens in the midst of an already complex war. The aftermath of the disruption caused by the large-scale American presence that succeeded decades of decolonization efforts lingered in the postwar era and continues to inform US-Vietnamese relations today.

In some ways, the idea of sex in Vietnam made a greater impact than the acts themselves for the American public and government. The US media followed social relations from their first run-ins with Madame Nhu’s ban on social depravity, dancing included. Senator Fulbright’s 1966 declaration that Vietnam had become an “American brothel” forced Congress to discuss whether or not the government should care about the sex lives of its soldiers, but escalating disease and birth rates answered that question for them. The aftermath of My Lai and the mixture of hope and tragedy associated with Operation Babylift haunted the Nixon and Ford administrations, which were already unable to minimize the antiwar movements at home and in Vietnam. For American government and military leaders, their goals centered on preventing distractions. They wanted to keep morale high and venereal disease low, and avoid stirring up palpable anti-American sentiment.

The issue mattered considerably more to the Vietnamese. For the South Vietnamese, the realities of social disruption from economic instability caused by overspending soldiers in the cities and the rise of the black market economy, the dissolution of kinship links, and fears of rape presented far more pressing concerns about cultural stability and the RVN’s associations with outside governments. For supporters of the communist government in North Vietnam, including those fighting in the National Liberation Front, US soldier-civilian relationships harked back to the French era, when women were collected and brought to the lines to serve as prostitutes and nursemaids for colonizers. During the American War, women fled their villages for the cities, where the population increased to unmanageable numbers and the demand for sex work stayed high.1 The infiltration of Western culture and the persistence of often indiscriminate violence across the country upset tradition and presented opportunities to build anti-American support in the press.

Above all else, the human interactions at the core of this project shed light on the strained relations between the United States and South Vietnam. Negotiations between the two governments regarding sexual encounters revolved around their sometimes polarized desires for morale and morality, respectively. Practicing the policies on the ground, however, was a very different reality. As the RVN worked with their advisors from Michigan State University to draft anti-prostitution laws, American Foreign Service members openly made purchases from the sex markets. As it worked to shut down city bars with American assistance, MACV helped build areas outside military bases where prostitutes would live and be examined by doctors. Instead of arresting them, South Vietnamese police openly accepted bribes and ran protection networks for prostitutes. Marriage laws were purposely difficult to satisfy, something both governments approved of. Some Americans committed rapes against the population they were sent to Vietnam to protect, and officers rarely prosecuted accusations of assault. Amerasian orphans remained trapped between worlds, vulnerable to the whims of government, until Congress approved more secure pathways for citizenship in the 1980s.

In this culture of contradictions, both nations found their footing as the war went forward. The Johnson administration maintained colonial ideas regarding gender, race, and Asia in general. In addition to their not being able to contain the war, sexuality represented yet another hurdle that seemed unmanageable and only minimally important to Johnson and his advisors. As economic, health, security, and public relations issues grew more acute, however, the United States was forced to respond to social problems. The military relocated the burgeoning troop populations in Saigon to the massive complex at Long Binh during Operation M.O.O.S.E. in 1967, but they brought the sex and black markets with them to carry on in an area known as Sin City. By 1969, the Nixon administration had taken action on several of the issues tied to sexual encounters, including encouraging South Vietnamese city governments to institute sanitation cards for prostitutes and adjusting the timelines on marriage policies. Unsure how to manage the bubbling controversy over the massacre at My Lai, the president requested that his staff arm him with other cases that might be brought to the attention of the press so he would be prepared to manage the fallout. The United States did little to discourage future attacks, and the acquittal of every My Lai defendant aside from Lieutenant Calley only generated more public disappointment and confusion over how to navigate service member–civilian relations in Vietnam. Wartime inflation destabilized the South Vietnamese economy, and an urban dependence on soldier tourism created conditions for a collapse after the 1973 troop withdrawal. In these ways, sexual relationships between American service members and Vietnamese civilians were not simply a colorful background detail but rather contributed to the shaping of decisions, mindsets, and legacies of the Vietnam War.

Examining military sexual behavior brings the added challenge of deciphering whether certain elements of it developed from military training, the conditions of war, or the personalities of individual soldiers. The end results did not change regardless of cause, but pinpointing unique aspects of the Vietnam era helps distinguish it from other American wars. Similarly, the shift in international attitudes toward sexuality helps to frame the willingness to discuss the encounters in coming-of-age memoirs, and is typically associated with a discourse on manhood and warfare in the wake of the 1960s counterculture and sexual revolution. The public’s ideas about and desensitization to sex set them apart from their parents’ World War II generation, who also frequented brothels but didn’t write about it nearly as much. As the historians Petra Goedde, Mary Louise Roberts, Sarah Kovner, Katharine H. S. Moon, Beth Bailey, and David Farber have shown, sex with civilians was not novel during the Vietnam War but rather an exaggerated part of a much longer military tradition.

By treating the often caricatured subject as a serious topic deserving of dedicated analysis, studies of prostitution bring balance to the history of sexual and social policies during the Vietnam War. Adopting approaches used by scholars of the Philippines, World War II, the postwar occupation era, and the Korean War, I have shown the undeniable role that the social behavior of US service members played in the military and diplomatic history of the war. In the field of Vietnam War studies, Heather Stur’s work on gender and Meredith Lair’s scholarship on base life for soliders provided invaluable insight into how the military in Vietnam viewed women and supplied their troops. This volume builds on elements of each of these previous works while adding to the conversation by focusing on personal relationships and continuing to incorporate Vietnamese perspectives. Government documents from the United States and the RVN, as well as their allies in Australia and France, complemented sources from popular culture, memoirs, interviews, and contemporary news to bring together a transnational study. By viewing foreign policy and military history from the bottom up, scholars benefit from more human perspectives and insights that bridge several subfields for a different understanding of war making.

Still, in many ways this book cannot adequately address several of the issues regarding the effects of the war on South Vietnamese women and civilians that an intensive oral history project might be able to. Rather, it presents the role of a specific group of women in the unique vantage point of living among and with American forces and engaging in some form of intimate contact with them. By not limiting the project to the war years of 1965 to 1975, I make it clear that the meanings of interracial sexual encounters rested heavily on the memory of the French colonial era, and that their legacies lasted far beyond the fall of Saigon. The war did not end in 1975 for those who had worked with or loved Americans. Many endured years of imprisonment or reeducation, as well as the lifelong effects of venereal disease. Those who associated with Americans risked great hardship in the wake of the US military’s exit from Vietnam and faced harassment, arrest, reeducation, torture, or even death. The tens of thousands of Amerasian “children of the enemy” have struggled to receive equal treatment in the eyes of their fellow Vietnamese.2 By examining what service member–civilian relationships looked like, how the United States and RVN governments responded to them, as well as how and why they were remembered, this work uncovers many more questions that could be pursued about the intersections of war and society during the Vietnam era.

With the continued, albeit increasingly open, communist leadership today, we cannot be sure how much remains repressed about the war, the aftermath of the fall of Saigon, and the years of restructuring that followed. Even with so much already written on the Vietnam War, the opening of archives and embrace of foreign scholars means that much more remains to be written on these important topics.

It has taken the United States a long time to come to terms with the Vietnam War from an official standpoint, although the popular legacy remains conflicted. Political relations only just started to stabilize over the past two decades. As Jeffrey Olick has argued, the scope of the trauma of Vietnam explains why it remains “an ongoing problem” in American public memory.3 As the years have passed, diplomatic and cultural ties have strengthened over mutual interests in increasing trade and tourism. In 2014 Vietnam reopened its adoption program to the United States. Wrestling with the war’s legacy must also contend with racism in American society against people of Asian descent. Numerous scholarly studies have shown how Asian Americans have suffered from a striking surge in racist attacks since the COVID-19 outbreak reached the United States in 2020, the long-term fallout of which remains to be seen.4

The memory of the war is still vivid for both nations despite the fact that the generation who fought it is beginning to pass away in increasing numbers.5 The search for lost loves and forgotten children surfaces in the news every few years. In Vietnam, the war is not remembered in as blatantly sexualized a way as it is in the United States but rather is recalled with an emphasis on human trauma and collective victory. Within the United States, the persistence of the sexualized Vietnamese civilian has the potential to shape American behavior in other wars. Far fewer military-civilian relationships appear to have taken place during the twenty-first-century wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, although a few marriages have been reported.6 Much work remains to be done on these conflicts, as well as on how sexual encounters have evolved within the US military as more American women travel to combat regions and physical contact with civilians has become more limited. With women now eligible to participate in all branches of American military service, the nature of training and daily social contacts will inevitably adapt. The lessons of the American War in Vietnam’s soldier-civilian sexual encounters offer a useful reminder of the impact of war on society as well as of how seemingly mundane interpersonal relationships can dictate policy and demand the attention of world leaders.
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