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Military Occupation and 
Prostitution Tourism in Asia 

m 
by Tono Haruhi .': -

I was bo rn i n a small village near Sasebo, and spent my ch i l dhood i n Yokosuka before Ja ­
pan's economic growth. F rom the nearby hil ls we cou ld see the Amer i can military base, and 
the presence of prostitutes on the base was quite c ommon . Seeing the human rights of 
Japanese women violated by the Amer i can military wounded my chi ld ish nat ional pr ide, and 
that anger later caused me to turn to the prob lem of prostitution tourism in As ian countries 
today. 

In the course o f my research o n prost i tut ion 
tour ism, I came across one fact wh i ch l i nked 
al l o f those countr ies . It had to do with Amer i ­
can mil i tary aggression in As ia d u r i n g the 
Ko rean a n d V i e tnam wars. Prost i tut ion zones 
were establ ished and then expanded th rough 
Rest and Recreat ion centers and , after the 
withdrawal o f U S troops, these zones became 
areas for pros t i tu t ion tour ism. Today, wher­
ever the U S mil i tary goes, they have prostitutes 
o n their bases. I saw that the rise and fal l o f 
pros t i tut ion went h a n d i n h a n d with A m e r i c a n 
mil i tary strategy in As ia . 

Rest and Recreation 

W h e n the V i e tnam war escalated and the 
Amer i c an forces were m a k i n g great efforts to 
infi ltrate Asia , R & R centers were bui l t for 
soldiers i n V i e tnam, T h a i l a n d , the Ph i l ipp ines , 

Ko r ea and Ta iwan. In order to relax and enjoy 
their short vacations after g rue l l ing combat, 
these soldiers squandered their dol lars on 
momentary pleasures o f As ian women flown 
over o n warplanes to these zones. In Saigon, a 
center o f R & R activity, there were 400,000 
prostitutes. Those women were chased f rom 
their homes on farms into Saigon by the 
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"strategic v i l l age" pol icy , a n d so ld the i r bod­
ies f r o m one to three dollars a n ight . 

Consumption Culture 

N a k h o n Ratchasima, w h i c h was at the t ime o f 
the V i e t n a m war the largest U S air base i n 
T h a i l a n d , is located at the entrance to the 
northeast r e g i o n , the poorest area o f T h a i ­
l and . Most o f the shops are now closed, but it 
is easy to imag ine the t ime w h e n the massage 
parlors were o p e n for business. T h e y l i n e d 
b o t h sides o f a b ig , wide road , the i r pa int 
c h i p p e d a n d the i r n e o n signs b r o k e n . T h i s 
street is l ike a m e m e n t o left b e h i n d by the U S 
army. T h e r e are n o cars a n d few people ; on ly 

Women are 
sacrificed for the 
sake of acquiring 
foreign capital. 

rickshaws r o l l u p a n d d o w n the street i n the 
b laz ing sun. " C o n s u m p t i o n cul ture" , w h i c h is 
more pecul iar to mil i tary bases i n general than 
to A m e r i c a i n part icular , forced its way 
t h r o u g h this quiet f a r m i n g village l ike a f l o o d . 
In its wake, it left no t on ly the town i n ruins , 
but the huge base itself: g iven over to the T h a i 
air force, it was never used, a n d weeds grow 
thick over the g r o u n d . 

Most o f the w o m e n w h o were here have gone 
south to B a n g k o k o r Pattaya Beach i n search 
of pros t i tut ion tourists. T h e w o m e n w h o 
r e m a i n work for T h a i , soldiers or those tourists 
w h o wander u p fro jp Bangkok . T h e ubiqui tous 
massage parlors Jiave names l ike G i n z a a n d 
Osaka , showing clearly the extent o f the 
c o n t r i b u t i o n o f Japanese m e n . 

In T h a i l a n d , base pros t i tut ion now exists i n a 
different f o r m . Pattaya Beach , w h i c h has 
degenerated into a l l sorts o f decadence, has 
made its name as a mecca o f pros t i tut ion 
tour i sm. Pattaya is ca l led "the i s land o f 
dreams"; here, soldiers have a wider selection 
of goods a n d w o m e n to buy than at O l o n g a p o 
City i n the P h i l i p p i n e s . F o r several days after 
arr iv ing at port , troops carry o n their boister­
ous merry-making, a n d i n five days they drop 
more than a m i l l i o n dollars . 
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iVomen as Currency 

T h e r e are many circumstances w h i c h obl ige 
As ian countries to promote tour i sm. A b o u t the 
t ime o f the V i e t n a m war, the As ian countries 
h a d begun meiisures to industrial ize. In the 
1970s, these countries , struck by the e n d o f 
the V i e t n a m war a n d the o i l crisis, t u r n e d their 
at tent ion to tour i sm, an industry wi thout 
smokestacks, i n order to secure fore ign capital 
needed for their industr ia l izat ion. In newly 
industr ia l i z ing As ian countries , tour i sm pro­
m o t i o n has become a nat iona l pol icy. T h e 
mainstay o f tour i sm i n these countr ies is 
prost i tut ion. H e r e , w o m e n are sacrif iced for 
the sake o f acqu i r ing fore ign capital . 

Source: Trouble & Strife 12, W i n t e r 1987, pp . 
10-11. N o r w i c h , U . K . 
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