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The U.S. Military and the Growth of Prostitution in Southeast Asia
By Preston Jones
Advisory Board Member, ECPAT-USA
In the last years of the twentieth century the growth of prostitution in Southeast Asia
received considerable attention from journalists, human rights activists, feminists (including
Hillary Rodham Clinton),1 political commentators, and Pope John Paul II.2 While the bulk of this
attention focused on contemporary events and concerns--e.g. child prostitution and the spread of
AIDS--the U.S. military’s historic role in laying the foundation for the Asian sex industry was
frequently noted. The International Labor Organization, for instance, maintained that “[by] far
the most significant impact on prostitution in the Philippines was the establishment of United
States military bases in the country.”3 Over the same period, moreover, some important works
were published on prostitution outside U.S. military installations in East Asia.4 So far as this
writer has been able to determine, however, no study that focuses on the U.S. military’s historic
link to the Southeast Asian sex trade has been published. Drawing on journalistic articles written
in the 1960s and ‘70s, published recollections of U.S military personnel and Asian prostitutes,
interviews conducted with American veterans,5 U.S. Navy cruise books (the Navy’s equivalent
of a high school annuals), and secondary sources, this paper outlines the military’s role in
building and supporting the Southeast Asian sex trade.
It is a commonplace that prostitutes, pliers of the “world’s oldest trade,” have always
found ready patrons among military personnel6--even if the prostitutes were not themselves
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always volunteers.7 In Smolensk, during the Second World War, the German military opened a
brothel for officers, and thus forced women into sexual service.8 Less sordid though still pathetic
is the testimony of Italian women who, at the end of the Second World War, “would perform any
service for a can of food,” and who found American military personnel of all ethnic persuasions
ready to oblige.9
According to Beth Bailey and David Farber, during the Second World War a large
number of prostitutes in Hawaii, each servicing upward of 100 men a day, made a fiscal
“killing.” “Shackjobs,” or long-term, paid relationships with women of Hawaiian or Filipino
descent were also common among military personnel stationed in Hawaii (as they were later in
Vietnam); and while some objected to the military’s tolerance of the sex trade in Honolulu, local
military authorities believed that such was necessary to boost U.S. servicemen’s dismal morale-though whether morale was in fact boosted by these means is not clear.10 Military doctors were
employed to ensure that Hawaii’s prostitutes were free from venereal disease, while moral
dissenters-—the Women’s Christian Temperance Movement, for example--were patronized but
effectively ignored. “Close to 250,000 men a month paid three dollars for three minutes of the
only intimacy most were going to find in Honolulu.”11
It is clear that before the war in Vietnam military personnel consorted with prostitutes,
often with their officers’ tacit approval. But what also seems clear is that prostitution played a
much more central role in the American effort in Vietnam than it did in any previous conflict.
During the war in Indochina, U.S. Senator J. William Fulbright and Sunday Times of London
correspondent Murray Sayle maintained, independently of one another, that U.S. forces in South
Vietnam had turned Saigon into a “brothel” 12--a reference to the estimated 500,000 Vietnamese
prostitutes who served an approximately equal number of GI’s.13 The frequency of references to
brothels in soldiers’ memoirs,14 as well as certain criticisms brought to bear against the war by
some of its opponents, suggests the ease with which American troops could procure prostitutes
during the war. On 4 April 1968--exactly one year before he was assassinated--Martin Luther
King decried a situation in Vietnam wherein children were compelled to “[sell] their sisters to
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our soldiers.” “We have corrupted their [Vietnamese] women and children…,” said King. “What
liberators!”15 Furthermore, while the thriving sex industry that existed in (for example) Honolulu
during the Second World War went into rapid decline after American troops went home, and
while at least one authority in Korean history maintains that South Korea’s brothel-centered
camp towns would vanish were American troops to leave the Korean peninsula,16 the ongoing
legacy of the U.S. military’s support of prostitution in Southeast Asia appears to be very great-the Americans’ own large-scale departure from Southeast Asia in the early 1970s
notwithstanding.17
Of course, American troops did not, so to say, invent Southeast Asian prostitution or its
grimmer handmaid, sexual slavery. American military personnel did however capitalize on, and
consequently helped to promote, a regime that already existed in Vietnam, Thailand and the
Philippines.18 Three hundred years before U.S. Secretary of Defense Robert S. McNamara
negotiated an agreement with the government of Thailand that allowed American servicemen to
enjoy rest and recreation in that country,19 one Thai official ran a “prostitution monopoly” that
comprised some 600 sex slaves.20 Still, no sources consulted for this study hesitate to suggest
that the U.S. military presence in Southeast Asia during the war in Vietnam significantly boosted
the sex trade.21
To put the point another way, American personnel stationed at the air base in (for
example) Sattahip, Thailand, did not introduce the idea of prostitution into the region. But the
brothel industry that was built near that base, in Pattaya Beach, grew into, and remains, one of
the East Asian sex industry’s main centers.22 Pattaya was a “great place for a sailor on leave…,”
wrote an Australian journalist in 1976. “Pattaya in fact, [sic] got its start as a resort when there
was an American base at nearby Sattaheep [sic]--nowadays there are still plenty of sailors about,
both Thai and American.”23 In the 1990s, the U.S. Navy continued to use Pattaya Beach as a rest
and recreation site for sailors and marines on lengthy deployments in the Pacific. Sailors
stationed aboard the U.S.S. Midway on the way home from the Gulf War in March 1991 were
greeted by bar girls whose trade had suffered as a result of the war. One Pattaya Beach club
raised a banner bidding the sailors “Welcome…to the Red Parrot Sexy Life Show.”24 Two years
earlier the editors of a cruise book--under the direction of a certain Lieutenant Commander
Roum--commemorated a deployment of the U.S.S Ranger with a photograph of Pattaya’s bar
strip. In the photograph one sees signs advertising the Grace Disco Club, Baby Go Go, and the
Honey Bar and Go Go. Mostly, however, the Ranger’s photographers focused on sailors
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shopping and windsurfing. 25 What actually went on in Pattaya when the American navy arrived
is only hinted at, and there is no indication that local Thais would have any reason, in the words
of one resident of Pattaya Beach, to “dread the arrival of the Americans.”26
There is no doubt that the 45,000 men stationed in Thailand during the war in Vietnam,
along with the thousands of others who visited the country on R&R, had a dramatic effect on the
Thai economy27--particularly insofar as the “entertainment” industry was concerned. “Bangkok
today is a wide-open boom town,” one observer wrote in the late 1960s. “New hotels are
springing up overnight, to cater for the tourists and the terrific number of American servicemen
on duty here.”28 In July 1967 another journalist noted that Bangkok was “booming” and
becoming “more and more divorced in character and outlook from the Thai countryside.”
I couldn’t help wondering just how long all the neon-lighted prosperity of
Bangkok would last after a settlement of the Vietnam War: a large section of the
Thai economy is geared to the demands created by the war, and in particular to
the more basic demands made by the thousands of American military personnel
on “R and R.”29
Unlike Thailand, the Philippines was not a regular R&R site for ground troops serving in
Vietnam, though the 37,000 U.S. Air Force and Navy personnel stationed in the Philippines in
the late 1960s--chiefly at Clark Air Force Base near Angeles City, and Subic Bay Naval Base,
near Olongapo30--were supplied with their own recreational facilities. In the late 1950s about 20
“rest and recreation” centers for American troops existed in the Philippines; by the mid-1960s
that number had risen to 600.31 And whereas in 1967 there had been some cultural debate over
the propriety of Filipinas in mini-skirts,32 by the mid-1970s there was little open resistance to the
U.S. military’s involvement with the sex trade in the Philippines. “Although there is occasional
criticism from the Catholic Church and old ladies against the libidinous activities of Filipinos,”
wrote one journalist, “the warm-blooded Filipinos take little notice.”33 In 1971 the U.S.S. San
Jose’s cruise book included two photographs of scantily clad Filipino bar girls and the book’s
editors noted that Olongapo “is the Tijuana of Asia in every respect, both good and bad.”34
In a lugubrious sort of way, it is almost fitting that prostitution became an entrenched,
and officially sanctioned, U.S. military institution at the same time that Friedrich Nietzsche’s
famous dictum--“God is dead--supposedly became an article of faith for disenchanted youth; for
it was Nietzsche who wrote that “Man should be trained for war and woman for the recreation of
the warrior.”35 And so it was:
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Military brothels on Army base camps (“Sin Cities,” “Disneylands,” or “boomboom parlors”) were built by decisions of a division commander, a two-star
general, and were under the direct operational control of a brigade commander
with the rank of colonel. Clearly, Army brothels in Vietnam existed by the grace
of Army Chief of Staff William C. Westmorland, the United States Embassy in
Saigon, and the Pentagon.36
Necessary to the healthy functioning of this system were the military’s doctors who
checked Vietnamese, Thai, and Filipino prostitutes for venereal disease—and they continued to
do so in the Philippines until the American bases there closed in the early 1990s.37 Matters
concerning prices for women, on the other hand, were left up to local officials, brothel owners
and the servicemen themselves.38 Similarly, questions concerning the ages of prostitutes were not
frequently asked nor, apparently, were they considered important: a law specifically against U.S.
citizens, including military personnel, engaging in sexual relations with minors overseas was not
passed until 1992.39 Indeed, minors employed as prostitutes in Southeast Asia were so common
that an American aircraft carrier’s cruise book, published in 1989, unabashedly included a
picture of an obviously very young, perhaps fifteen-year-old, Thai prostitute striking a sexually
provocative pose.40 As late as 1999 a Thai resident of Pattaya Beach expressed amazement that
U.S. naval officers did nothing to stop sailors from paying under-aged girls for sex.41 It seems
likely that many if not most of the Southeast Asian prostitutes employed by U.S. military
personnel during the conflict in Vietnam and, later, in ports-of-call in Thailand and around U.S.
military installations in the Philippines were minors.42
During the conflict in Vietnam, American military personnel were afforded rest and
recreation not only in Thailand and the Philippines but also in Hong Kong and Taiwan; one finds
numerous reports in the press of the day on marines having their “basic needs” met in both
places.43 In 1966 American servicemen occupied about one--third of Taipei’s hotel rooms, and in
February of the next year some ten thousand U.S troops converged on Taipei for rest and
recreation.44 Three decades later, however, Hong Kong and Taiwan--unlike Thailand and the
Philippines--were not considered major centers of the Asian sex industry (though a large
majority of Taiwanese themselves believed prostitution and pornography present serious
problems for their society).45 Determining why this is the case is beyond the scope of this paper,
though a significant part of the answer is probably to be found in the strength of Hong Kong’s
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and Taiwan’s economies relative to the economies of the Philippines and Thailand. In the late1990s per capita gross domestic product in Hong Kong and Taiwan was, respectively, $21,650
and $14,700; in 1998 per capita GDP in Thailand and the Philippines stood at $7,700 and
$2,600.46 With relatively fewer economic opportunities available to them, Thai and Filipino
families were more willing to see their daughters sell themselves into prostitution than was true
in Hong Kong and Taiwan. Indeed, in Thailand and the Philippines impoverished parents
themselves oftentimes sold their daughters to brothel operators, thus effectively handing their
daughters, and sometimes their sons, into slavery.47 In 1976 a journalist noted that some “country
girls” from northern Thailand were “tricked into coming to Bangkok and then literally
imprisoned in brothels by vicious and unscrupulous men and women who sometimes resort to
beating the girls and forcing them to take drugs to keep them submissive.”48 This scenario was
still being played out, though in greater numbers, in the 1990s.49
To repeat an important point, this phenomenon did not begin with American R&R in
Thailand and the installation of U.S. military bases in the Philippines. But the well-founded
belief that good money could be made in the sex industry became deeply rooted during the war
in Vietnam, and in Thailand and the Philippines the industry has, since the mid-1960s, gone from
strength to strength.50 The placards Thai bar girls painted in protest against the withdrawal of
U.S. troops from their country in the mid-1970s--“G.I. No Go Back”; “G.I. I Love You”--attest
to the extent to which their livelihood depended on U.S. currency.51 In the late 1980s some
retired bar girls, now elevated into mamsans (brothel managers), still pined for the golden days.
“I work bars more than 25 years,” said one Thai woman in an interview conducted in the early
1990s. “I started when 14. I miss Americans from Vietnam War. I still like.”52
The resistance of Filipino bar girls to efforts at shutting down the U.S. military bases in
their country provides comparable evidence of the extent to which the sex trade in the
Philippines throve on American money.53 To be sure, this fact was not lost on the Filipino
authorities. By the early 1970s the Filipino government had come to recognize that “The
lovely…Filipinas are one of the country’s greatest assets,” and that, given the country’s high
number of impoverished Filipinas, there was no dearth of available capital.54 That the
government of the Philippines succeeded in finding a sufficient number of women to feed the sex
industry--despite its long--standing insistence that prostitution is illegal in the Philippines and,
hence, does not exist--is clear. In 1973 a Ministry of Tourism was formed in the Philippines--to
considerable effect: in 1971 about 150,000 tourists visited the country; a million did so in
1980—about 66 percent of which were men, mostly Japanese. “For Japanese men the main lure
[was] the sex tour.”55
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To illustrate the matter another way: whereas in the mid-1960s some 600 Filipino
brothels catered mostly to American servicemen, by 1990 that number had arisen to 1,200.56 And
when the Americans closed their bases in the Philippines in the early 1990s, the Filipino sex
industry, now well endowed with infrastructure, turned its attention to attracting foreign
tourists.57 The long-running farce wherein Filipino officials vowed, pointlessly, to stamp out the
sex trade was hauled onto center stage in mid-1992, but only briefly.58
A similar pattern emerged in Thailand. In the mid-1960s, even as some in Thailand were
complaining that too many tourists were visiting the country59 and that American military
personnel were creating “moral and social problems,”60 the Far Eastern Economic Review
guessed that between Thailand’s “hostesses,” “dancing partners,” masseuses, and less glamorous
bar girls, some 20,000 young women were “earning well from Thailand’s fastest-growing
industry.”61 In 1976 public health officials in Thailand estimated that there were some 86,000
prostitutes employed in over 1,400 brothels, 490 bars, some 450 massage parlors and 600 other
business locations.62 By the late 1980s estimates of the number merely of child prostitutes in
Thailand ranged from 100,000 (Thai police study) to 250,000 (ECPAT) to 800,000 (Centre for
the Protection of Children’s Rights).63 In 1967 tourism was Thailand’s sixth greatest source of
foreign currency; thirty years later it was the greatest. In 1965 some 250,000 tourists visited
Thailand;64 in 1996 seven million tourists--two-thirds of them unaccompanied men--did.65 To the
extent that the U.S. military laid the foundation for sex tourism in Thailand, this last figure points
to an important, if finally unquantifiable, American legacy.
For visitors to Southeast Asian cities where U.S. military personnel once worked and
played, perhaps the most immediate reminder of the Americans’ former presence are the
populations of fatherless Amerasian children, many of whom by the end of the twentieth century
were young adults. By the time the United States closed its last military base in the Philippines in
1992, some 50,000 Filipino children had been fathered by American servicemen.66 Twenty-five
years after U.S. forces had withdrawn from Vietnam, American journalists still criticized the
U.S. Army for never accepting its “responsibility to the thousands of Amerasian children
fathered and abandoned by U.S. servicemen.”67
It is well known that Amerasian children, particularly those with black fathers, face
discrimination in Southeast Asia and thus find it very difficult to find legitimate work.
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Consequently, some of these children turned to prostitution or were forced by pedophiles and sex
traffickers into the skin trade.68
In the late 1980s, American journalists Brian Kelley and Mark London observed some
such children. “The girls in string bikinis came on [stage],” they wrote of their experience in a
Thai club, “some with eerily beautiful faces were part Asian, part American. Most striking was
one girl who was part black, part Thai. She had a muscular body with full breasts and a tight
Afro. They’d [the dancers] be about 18 years old.” And this, Kelly and London continued, was
“One last American legacy, before we licked our wounds and headed home from Vietnam.”69
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