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The Grey Area: Rethinking the Problem of the Color Line in Vietnam War-era Korea and Japan 

In this essay , I examine U.S. military basing sites in Korea and Vietnam as arenas of 1

U.S. civil rights struggle. Typically regarded as a nation-wide phenomenon, the fight for the 

elimination of Jim Crow laws and practices occurred internationally, in complex ways, that have 

seldom been acknowledged. By highlighting how the Jim Crow color line not only was mapped 

spatially in “camptowns,” or R-and-R zones around U.S. military bases, but also marked the 

bodies of Asian military prostitutes as “black” or “white,” my research gives layered 

consideration to what “civil rights” meant in overseas locations.  

Civil rights histories sometimes acknowledge that the U.S. military was the first site of 

desegregation without fully theorizing what this meant. The U.S. government offered “equality” 

by encouraging African Americans to fight in its violent wars in Korea and Vietnam while black 

Americans viewed the war as a gateway to the realization of civil rights in the United States. I 

theorize civil rights beyond a black-and-white paradigm specific to the domestic United States, 

by focusing on the bodies of “comfort women,” militarized prostitutes in Asia, and their 

mixed-race, in particular Afro-Asian, children. As I argue, during the 1960s, these women and 

their children must be understood as the collateral damage of the U.S. war in Vietnam. Not only 

1 I wish to express my sincere appreciation for my faculty mentor Christine Hong, without whom 
this paper would be impossible. The course she instructed in Spring of 2019, Literature 133H, 
“Haunted By the Forgotten War: Literature and Film of the Korean War” alongside our 
independent study sessions heavily guided this research. The intellectual debt she spared through 
over a year of instruction on both the Korean and Vietnam Wars, international civil rights, 
theories such as “Jim Crowing” the comfort women’s body, and other related topics, will not go 
unnoticed.  
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were these Korean, Okinawan, and Japanese women frequently coerced into sexual labor, but 

also their bodies were—as lecturer Christine Hong describes— “Jim Crowed,”  insofar as they 2

had to choose between sleeping with black or white soldiers. 

 Those who chose black G.I.s created a third category of what feminist scholars Hosu 

Kim and Grace Cho classified as “biopolitical excess”: the mixed-race child born of the 

camptown.  By examining two Vietnam War-era cultural texts—Heinz Insu Fenkl’s Memories of 3

My Ghost Brother, a Korean American memoir about growing up as a mixed-race child in a 

camptown and Kazuo Hara’s  Extreme Private Eros: Love Song 1974, a Japanese independent 4

film documenting the tumultuous livelihood of a militarized prostitute—I consider how the 

American color line played out in lethal ways in its theaters of war and empire of bases abroad. 

The sheer destruction and devastation of the Vietnam War cements its place in American history 

as one of the most controversial battles of the twentieth century. Despite the abundance of 

research about the war, camptowns are rarely, if ever, recognized as secondary sites of battle. 

Formal combat might not have broken out in and around these bases, but struggles for increased 

social, economical, and political welfare occured. Camptowns in the 1960s illuminate the 

shifting logic of racism. They expose the international dimensions of civil rights and shift our 

focus to racially marked figures not typically understood as civil rights actors, namely, Asian 

military prostitutes and their Afro-Asian children.   

Camptown Civil Rights 

2  Hong, Christine. “War-forged Diaspora.” Literature 133H, 29 May. 2019. University of 
California, Santa Cruz. Lecture.  
3  Kim, Hosu, and Grace M. Cho, The Kinship of Violence (Demeter Press: Bradford, 2014) 
12-13.  
4  Kazuo Hara’s name is presented with his family name first.  
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Located within Asian host countries, camptowns were areas designated for the relaxation 

and recuperation of U.S. soldiers after their tours of duty in Vietnam. To some degree, they 

mimicked the cultural and social atmosphere of the United States. Often associated with 

nightlife, camptowns abounded with popular fast-food chains, discos, and bars. Below their 

commercial surface, however, they functioned as a site of U.S. biopower—as Foucault has 

theorized, the power to make some bodies live and let others die—in ways that speak to their 

international significance in the “American” civil rights struggle.   5

Black soldiers drafted into the U.S. military to fight in violent U.S. wars in Korea and 

Vietnam were promised “equality.” Far from being a gateway to freedom in the United States, 

however, the U.S. military, in perpetrating mass death, extended the racializing violence of the 

United States to Asia in ways that demand careful consideration. It did so, moreover, by 

including black soldiers within its mechanisms of imperial violence. Black Nationalist advocate, 

Malcolm X, actively opposed the process of inclusionary racism in his address The Ballot or the 

Bullet: “He tells you, I'm for separation and you for integration, and keep us fighting with each 

other. No, I'm not for separation and you're not for integration, what you and I are for is 

freedom” (65). Malcolm X recognized the limitations of integration. Civil rights, to Malcolm X, 

were not synonymous with freedom, but with indoctrination, turning black people against one 

another by gearing them for integration into a system that was created to suppress them. 

According to Martin Luther King Jr., the battle for civil rights was transported into international 

terrain when poor black youth were sent thousands of miles from home to fight in the Vietnam 

5 Foucault, Michel, The Birth of Biopolitics: Lectures at the Collège de France (New York: 
Palgrave MacMillan, 2008) 73-79 
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War.  In “Rising Up from a Sea of Discontent,” Wesley Ueunten examines international civil 6

rights through the relationship between Okinawans and black soldiers during the Koza uprising.  7

Forced proximity between the two racial groups led to mutual understandings and interacial 

conflicts. The manner in which Okinawans protested during the Koza uprising—burning cars 

and throwing molotov cocktails—was reminiscent of race riots across the United States during 

the civil rights era. Ueunten asserts, “this style of protest against oppression on a mass scale is 

glaringly absent in Okinawa before or since'' (113). Black soldiers influenced protest culture in 

Okinawa. Ideologies and actions from the American civil rights movement traveled 

internationally. Tension between black soldiers and Okinawans increased as black soldiers 

attempted to defy de facto segregation in Koza’s entertainment district: “black soldiers marched 

through the streets chanting antiracial discrimination slogans. The demonstration caused fighting 

to break out between the black soldiers and the Okinawan bar employees'” (114). African 

American soldiers committed civil disobedience on international soil. Analogous to the protests 

occuring in the United States, they claimed the streets in order to express their right to equal 

treatment and desegregation.  

Yet even as the drafted black soldier was fighting a war not his own, his civil rights 

struggle was complicated by the racialized sexual dynamics of the Asian camptowns where he 

and other American soldiers “recuperated” from the violence of imperialist war. As feminist 

scholars Hosu Kim and Grace Cho have argued, the biopolitics of U.S. militarism and war 

produced what they refer to as biopolitical excess: “Excess bioproduct refers to the new bodies 

6 King, Martin Luther, Jr, Beyond Vietnam (Estate of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., New York, 
April 4, 1967) 
7 The Koza riot, reinterpreted as the Koza uprising by Wesley Ueunten, was a day-long protest 
against U.S. military presence in Okinawa, Japan.  
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that are born of militarized practices instituted as a result of long-term occupation and war, such 

as that of camptown prostitution” (13). The militarization of camptowns in the Asian continent 

created new factions of disposable life. Biopolitical excess existed in three related dimensions: 

the lives of the black American soldier, the Asian “comfort woman,” as well as the mixed-race 

Afro-Asian child. In her lecture “War-forged Diaspora”, Christine Hong, emphasizes the Jim 

Crow color line was not only mapped spatially in camptown bars and brothels, but marked the 

bodies of comfort women, military prostitutes, as “black” or “white.”  Hong argues that Asian 8

women were presented to American GIs as government-sponsored and regulated prostitutes who 

served as a sacrificial buffer between overseas U.S. troops and local populations. In order to 

examine how the “Jim Crowing” of comfort women's bodies lay the ground for international 

civil rights, we must fully examine their role in Korea and Okinawa camptowns during the 

Vietnam War.  

Legacy of the Comfort Women  

Translated as ianfu in Japanese and wianbu in Korean, the term “comfort woman” 

originated in the prior historic practice of the Japanese Imperial Army’s sexual enslavement of 

primarily Asian colonized women. In “Genealogies of Unbelonging,” Patti Duncan describes the 

benefits South Korea accrued from its exploitation of comfort women: “Military camptown 

prostitutes have been viewed as functional for national security and economic growth. In fact, the 

South Korean government actually negotiated militarized prostitution as a foreign policy enticed 

to keep U.S. troops on the peninsula” (282). Militarized sexual labor actively grew the South 

8  Hong, Christine. “War-forged Diaspora.” Literature 133H, 29 May. 2019. University of 
California, Santa Cruz. Lecture.  
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Korean economy, yet these women themselves remained financially impoverished. Although 

essential in the promotion of social and political relations between South Korea and the United 

States, they themselves endured extreme social discrimination.  

Comfort women are socially nationless. Their identification with militarized prostitution 

has historically stripped them of their South Korean identity. Gannan, a character in Memories of 

My Ghost Brother, reveals their negative societal perception. This novel is a fictionalized 

autobiography following the childhood of author Heinz Insu Fenkl during the Vietnam War. Insu 

is the son of a German-American soldier who married a Korean comfort woman. The novel 

explores the world of an “Amerasian” child torn between his father’s militarized outlook and his 

maternal family’s struggle to scrape by as working-class Koreans living in a camptown near 

Seoul. Insu’s uncle, Hyongbu, figures as one of the few adult males within the novel. His 

misogyny is revealed in his disdain for his niece Gannan’s “comfort woman” occupation, even as 

her labor and that of other camptown women in his family anchor his existence: “Gannan’s been 

doing bad things again,’ he said, ‘Hasn’t caught a husband yet’” (16). Equating being a comfort 

woman to a “bad thing” places the blame on militarized prostitutes in Korean camptowns rather 

than the powers responsible, namely, the South Korean and U.S. governments.  

On the stigma these women face, Duncan writes, “The fact that they have mingled flesh 

and blood with foreigners...in a society that has been racially and culturally homogeneous for 

thousands of years makes them pariahs, a disgrace to themselves and their people, Korean by 

birth but no longer Korean in body and spirit” (284). Illustrating the “taint” of the Korean 

comfort woman as a result of combining their flesh with the American GI suggests a scientific, 

almost chemical hybridization specific to sexual labor in the camptown. It sounds as if these 
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forces are being extracted and mixed within a test tube to create a monstrosity determined to 

erase the once clean blood-line. The soldier inhabits the categorization of “foreign body” because 

of the United States’s intrusive ongoing occupation of southern Korea during the Vietnam War. 

Militarized occupiers serve as a reminder of the scorched earth politics  that forever separated 9

and tore apart families. As soon as the pure woman is linked with the foreign soldier she 

becomes a hero and a traitor. She is the physical barrier between the “pure” woman and the U.S. 

soldier, a patriotic duty that impedes social equality. Many comfort women came from poor, 

rural families and entered the occupation as a form of survival. In Memories of My Ghost 

Brother, Gannan becomes a camptown bar woman in order to provide economic support to her 

immediate family in the countryside. Her aunt Emo comments that being a “yang saekshi” 

(prostitute who serves westerners) entails sacrifice and suffering: figures like Gannan leave their 

families to earn money, are stigmatized in South Korean society, and transfer sovereignty over 

their bodies to U.S. soldiers who regard them as reusable.  

As the novel details, the many sacrifices of the comfort woman are seen as worthwhile if 

she is able to marry a U.S. soldier. Two categories of militarized prostitution marked by temporal 

duration exist within the camptown—the one-off prostitute—impersonal, short-term, and 

overnight--and the yobo. In the first instance, GIs buy the services of comfort women on a casual 

basis. The lack of a romantic relationship characterizes the overall business transaction. The 

second categorizes the women as yobo (sweetheart), suggesting the potential or promise for a 

long-term relationship involving emotional intimacy and the possibility of marriage. After 

discovering she is pregnant, Gannan attempts to pursue a yobo relationship with the 

9  Scorched earth policy is a strategy used by the military that aims to destroy every asset that can 
be used by the enemy.  
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“yellow-haired” GI who does not reciprocate her interest. Her self-worth is equated to her 

inability to “catch herself a husband” (16); she participates in the degraded work of the comfort 

woman without reaping the potential, life-altering benefits. It is this construction of her identity 

intermixed with the GI’s lack of care for their unborn child that drives Gannan to commit 

suicide. After her funeral, the soldier, alongside his comrades, offers her family condolences. He 

brings monetary compensation and an apathetic apology delivered in condescending broken 

English: “Me and my GI friends so so sad Gannan died. We like her number one. She number 

one friend” (29). Stating that she was a “number one friend” not only to the yellow-hair GI, but 

also numerous other soldiers points to the recyclability of her body. It suggests that she was the 

common property of military men stationed overseas. Classifying Gannan as “number one” 

places her in competition with the other comfort women, revealing that even though she may 

have been ranked as the most sexually satisfying, there are plenty more where she came from.  

The recyclability of comfort women reveals a power imbalance between the American 

soldier and militarized prostitue. Takada Miyuki, a keyfigure in Extreme Private Eros Love 

Song: 1974, attempts to mitigate the soldier's dominance over her body through forming a queer 

partnership with fellow bar-woman, Sugako. In the film, director Hara Kazuo visually illustrates 

the trials and tribulations his ex-lover and mother to his child, Miyuki, undergoes as a comfort 

woman in Okinawa. Her character as a strong-willed, radical feminist presents a striking contrast 

to the “used and abused” perception of the militarized prostitute as seen in Gannan’s relationship 

with the yellow-haired soldier. Miyuki attempts to liberate herself from the confines of 

traditional gender roles by entering into a romantic relationship with a fellow comfort woman 

named Sugako. In the beginning of the film, the women reside in the same living quarters and 
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raise their children alongside one another without the direct help or interference of male figures. 

As Miyuki states to Sugako: “We are living together and I care about you a lot. That’s it. Isn’t 

that enough? I want to be with you” (11:56). Even as they work as military prostitutes, Miyuki’s 

desire is for Sugako. Miyuki begins to question Sugako, asking if the desire to reside with her is 

enough for their partnership to last. Later in the film, the viewer discovers it is not. As 

disempowered byproducts of war, they ultimately fail in their quest to form a sustainable 

coalition.  

It is the triangulation of their relationship with Sugako’s black GI lover that tips the 

scales, placing him on top and cementing them on the bottom. The American soldier holds a 

position of power relative to the Asian women as he makes use of the comfort woman’s body. In 

the article “Amerasian Children in GI Town,” Margo Okazawa-Rey narrates life on a United 

States military base or camptown for Amerasian couples and their mixed-raced children. In her 

account, Okazawa-Rey reproduces the U.S. soldier’s perception of the unequal power 

relationship:  

In their opinion, there is a game going on between the men and women, both trying to 

outmaneuver the other and the GIs are particularly vulnerable because many assigned are 

young, often just out of basic training and inexperienced. (4).  

The characterization of the power dynamic between comfort women and American soldiers as a 

“game” suggests an airy, lightheartedness non-existent in the woman’s lifestyle. Militarized 

prostitution is not a competition in which two players attempt to outsmart and strategize against 

one another in the hopes of victory. There are no winners or losers in this oppressive system, just 

men that want entertainment and women that need income. The soldiers’ privilege is masked in 
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their youthful “vulnerability.” Just as the black GI Paul effectively ending his relationship with 

Miyuki, soldiers are able to leave the country and comfort women whenever they desire. After 

his departure, Miyuki goes back to the bar scene.  

A Gendered Color Line 

The gendered power imbalance central to the social dynamics represented in both Fenkl’s 

novel and Hara’s documentary becomes racialized through the “Jim Crowing” of the militarized 

prostitute. The comfort woman, at the start of her career, is obligated to choose between 

associating with either white or black soldiers. These color line rules are verbally articulated in 

Memories of My Ghost Brother and also visually depicted in the nightclub scene in Extreme 

Private Eros Love Song: 1974.  

The racial decision the militarized prostitute makes follows her throughout her career. As 

with other de facto forms of Jim Crow, there is no written rule or law, per se, but a social 

“consensus” imposed by the transport of white supremacy to the camptown. In the 1960s’ 

camptown, black soldiers, although serving in integrated units, were subjected to a skewed Jim 

Crow regime. A comfort woman who entered a short or long-term relationship with a soldier of 

color instantly was negated from sexually servicing the white soldier. In Memories of My Ghost 

Brother, Insu’s mother, Mahmi, and Changmi’s mother instruct an unnamed novice comfort 

woman in the unwritten social code. Changmi’s mother asserts that even as black soldiers are 

typically nicer and more likely to enter a longer, more traditional relationship, there are negative 

stigmas associated with being aligned with a black soldier: “The white bastards won’t touch you 

once they see you with a Black man. They think the color comes off on you or something. And 

the women who go with Black men won’t associate with you if you go with a white man” (Fenkl 
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210). Changmi’s mother evoless a theatrical image of a black soldier's skin color transferring 

onto and subsequently staining a white man’s body. Brown skin becomes reminiscent of an 

invasive disease in which germs, or pigmented color, invade a once pure, or white body. In this 

respect, whiteness is clean and virtuous while darkness is dirty and corruptive. This perception 

adds another layer of stigma to comfort women who “go black.” Changmi’s mother’s tone 

expresses a blunt hatred for this stigmatization, classifying the white soldiers as “bastards.” De 

facto racism complicates her friendship dynamics with individuals like Insu’s mother—or 

women who “go white”—as they are expected to socially distance themselves. Nevertheless, the 

two women stay close because of the length of their friendship.  

The anatomical color line reveals the gendered nature of racial politics within the 

camptown. It is not merely black soldiers fighting for civil rights; there is an entire separate cast 

of individuals not considered worthy of freedom—the comfort woman and the mixed-race child. 

Racism towards militarized prostitutes is expressed through a sexual claim on the Asian 

woman’s body. It manifests in forms of unfreedom and control inherent to systems of 

enslavement. The possessive nature of the soldier is expressed within the relationship between 

Insu’s white GI father and Asian mother. Insu’s father restricts Mahmi from going on post to the 

clubs as well as buying and selling items to the black market. However, Mahmi defies his orders 

and is almost caught trading goods on the street, “If he saw Mahmi they would argue all night 

and then she would be unhappy for a long time. I did not want her to be sad the way Gannan had 

been” (73). The parallel Insu draws between his mother and dead cousin exposes the intensity of 

his father’s control. Both women live according to their partner’s regulation.  
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When the yellow-haired GI gives condolences to Insu’s family on the night of Gannan’s 

funeral, Insu attempts to give him the remains of the dress she was cremated in. To his surprise, 

this thoughtful gesture is met with disgust: “The yellow-haired GI frowned, then suddenly 

lurched back and slapped the burnt cloth scraps from his palm. ‘What the fuck!’ he shouted” 

(30). In this posthumous exchange, the soldier attempts one final “payment” for Gannan’s 

services, and Insu, her cousin, seeks to give something in return. Yet the soldier’s dynamic 

retreat and rejection of the burnt fabric suggests a curious inversion of the power dynamic 

between (now dead) comfort woman and American GI. Readily accepting the cloth would place 

Gannan symbolically in a position of power—her ghost would be possessing him rather than him 

possessing her.  This imbalance shakes him to the core, causing him to scream, “what the fuck!” 

His anger implies that the essence of Gannan lies amid the burnt pieces of her dress. The fabric 

holds the weight of her mistreatment. Simply touching hand to cloth would allow the ghost to 

enter the soldier’s being; similar to the manner in which soldiers were given access to the 

comfort women’s body. Through this entrance, Gannan could reclaim her personage after years 

of dehumanization. In death, she could finally receive the freedom and power denied to her 

through the gendered nature of racism in the camptown.  

The rules of the internal Jim Crow color line are physically and visually represented in 

Extreme Private Eros Love Song: 1974. The director gives the audience a glimpse into bar-life 

through a vignette of Asian women dancing atop tables and on the laps of American GIs.  As this 

documentary shows, comfort women who aligned themselves with black soldiers modified their 

features and livelihoods by perming their straight hair into curly, voluminous afros. Nightclubs 

in camptowns were segregated dance clubs. This transformation is not an act of appropriation, in 
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which a person adopts or steals elements from outside their culture without explicitly 

understanding or respecting the culture of origin, but a territorializing of the Asian woman’s 

body. Through her physical self-presentation, she advertises her alignment with black soldiers 

while warding white soldiers away. The racialized transformation of a militarized prostitute’s 

appearance is a physical manifestation of her career choice, marking her as a comfort woman 

who sleeps with black soldiers. When the black soldier and the doubly racialized comfort 

woman, as two bodies of biopolitical excess, coincide, they are subjected to a paradoxical power 

dynamic. During the bar scene, a voice-over projects an Okinawan comfort woman discussing 

the mistreatment of comfort women with a black GI. The worker attempts to understand how one 

dehumanized member of society can regard another so poorly: “White people ___ black people 

right? Okay? White people use black male, right? Okay long, long time ago, right? Remember, 

okay. Then you come Oriental [sic] and you mistreat Japanese women” (16:03). The Okinawan 

woman identifies the historic mistreatment of black men in America. For centuries their 

ancestors were forced and manipulated into slavery. It is precisely, however, because of this 

history that she inquires as to why people abused in the United Statessociety would travel across 

abroad as representatives of the United States to inflict violence onto Okinawan women.  

The similarities between black soldiers and Asian comfort women derive from 

overlapping histories of dehumanization. Within the camptown, both groups were sacrificial 

entities within an international conflict. As discussed above, military units became desegregated 

to rationalize African American participation and the bodies of comfort women were used to 

keep military members in proximate war zones for extended amounts of time. Unifying both was 

the false promise of freedom: for black soldiers it was the promise of a desegregated America 
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and for comfort women it was a potential ticket to the United States through marriage. Within a 

setting conditioned by U.S. military power, the black soldier lost solidarity with the comfort 

women, as the voice-over narration in Hara’s film suggests, and exercised a form of suppression 

and control akin to their white counterparts.  

In the camptown, black GIs, based on their alignment with dominant power, found 

themselves able, for the first time in their lives, to exercise control over another human being. 

Although dance clubs in Okinawa and other 1960s’ and early 1970s’ camptowns existed as 

segregated terrain, black GIs, within such establishments, wielded the power of the client. The 

purpose of these businesses were first and foremost to provide rest and recuperation to the tired 

soldier. Nevertheless, the black soldier was not inherently evil and the comfort woman was not 

innately scheming for viewing the black soldier as a vehicle for U.S. citizenship. By placing the 

blame entirely on the black soldier, the Okinawan comfort woman whose voiceover describes the 

dance club scene misses the structural dimensions of the problem: namely, the unequal 

relationship between U.S. occupier and Asian host governments enabled an unequal system in 

which economically disenfranchised women sold themselves to foreign military men.  

The international color line not only transported black oppression to a new continent, but 

also created a space in which Jim Crow politics played out, in unprecedented ways, on the Asian 

female body. In Hara’s documentary, Miyuki understands militarized prostitution to be an 

institutional practice. In her short-lived relationship with Paul, the black soldier, she describes 

the overlap between two difficult professions: “Being a soldier is not that great. It is not a great 

job at all. They come home and spend all their energy on sex. Some go to a whore house. That’s 

where I come in. That’s how I see it. I might be in love, but I know my role and my boundaries'' 
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(26:35). Paul represents the fast and fleeting U.S. soldier deployed to Vietnam yet stationed in 

peripheral sites across the Asian continent. Miyuki’s role as the comfort woman is to relax him 

after his time on the battlefield. As an alienated member of Okinawan society, she desires to 

enter a relationship with the black soldier because of his ostracization from American society. 

However, Miyuki does not act on her feelings of love with her clientele because she is aware 

their relationship is temporary and can only survive within Okinawa’s R-and-R context. She is 

merely a part of a system that instrumentalizes bodies of biopolitical excess to assert control over 

militarized terrain. Once Paul leaves the camptown, their partnership is over. Miyuki is no longer 

needed to provide him comfort and he is no longer a source of income.  

New Kids of the Camptown  
 

Children of mixed racial descent represent the unintended consequences of militarized 

prostitution, the emergence of “Ameriasians.” An excess of this new category of people were 

born in Okinawan and Korean camptowns during the Vietnam War. Within their piece about 

militarized maternal practices, Hosu Kim and Grace M. Cho argued the Korean adoption 

emerged from neocolonial relations between the United States and Korea. Under the myth of the 

American Dream, the South Korean government persuaded comfort women to give away their 

children to secure a better future.  Mixed race children served as a reminder of poverty, political 10

instability, separation and dependence on the United States.  In “We’re Never Off Duty”,  Sue-Je 

L. Gage argues the children were, “treated according to local notions of pollution but are also 

subject to U.S. understandings of race relations whereby blackness is ascribed the lowest status 

and therefore treated worse than other mixed Korean Amerasians” (Gage 129). The black 

10   Kim, Hosu, and Grace M. Cho, The Kinship of Violence (Demeter Press: Bradford, 2014) 9. 
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Amerasian experiences dual adversity: racism towards the African American GI and societal 

abhorrence of the comfort woman.  

The repercussions of an anatomical Jim-Crow color line exists within the livelihood of 

the Afro-Asian child. Without a father —absent either because he died during war or because he 

abandoned them—they are marked nationless, aliens to their country of origin and the United 

States. They then are left with a mother whose economic stability depends on her relationship 

with foreign military men. Her child’s existence as an Afro-Asian is living proof she had 

previous relations with a black soldier. Unable to provide for herself and her child, the comfort 

woman creates an alternative system of survival.  

More than a harbor for bipoltical excess, the camptown is revealed in both Fenkl’s novel 

and Hara’s film to be a site of its elimination. In this lethal system, conventional forms of kinship 

become non-normative: comfort women trade their children for economic and marital security as 

well as access to the United States. Insu becomes aware of the system as his character matures 

throughout the novel: “How pragmatic was that balancing act: James’ mother destroying her 

half-Black son to find a white husband, Changmi’s mother plotting to bear a half-Black son to 

keep her new Black husband. Bartering sons for their own welfare” (232). James’s death at his 

mother’s hands is her desperate attempt to erase the past. His black father died during military 

combat leaving James and his mother economically vulnerable. Once her U.S. military stipend 

dries up, their only hope is in her aligning with another soldier. As Insu recalls bitterly, James’s 

mother finds a white GI who asks for her hand in marriage, unaware of her black son. Her son’s 

skin color is physical proof she intermingled with a black soldier. The sentiment against 

intermixing is so strong that the only way for his mother to secure her own future is to erase any 
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evidence of her past. In the case of James, she chooses herself over her Afro-Asian child and 

drowns him in a lake before escaping town with her yellow-haired husband. 

The knowledge of James’ death causes Insu to reflect on the weight of mixed blackness 

versus whiteness within the camptown. Insu recognizes that being the product of a black soldier 

can be lethal: 

 For the longest time, I had not realized what it meant that James was Black. I had seen it, 

of course...he did not seem to notice anymore than I, that his difference went further than 

simply being of mixed blood. To both of us, I think his blackness was lost under the 

labels we heard—ainoko, chapjong, twiggy—and that commonness obscured the fact that 

when people looked at us oddly, they looked at him more oddly than me. Even a decade 

later, I could not look back and see that James’ real tragedy was in the fact that his father 

was Black (232).  

Both boys go through adolescence ignorant about the implications of the antiblackness of 

military camptowns. They grow up believing their dual identities as mixed-race children makes 

them equal—“brothers” who can survive the camptown together. But, blackness is more than a 

negative societal perception; it is a mark of death. James’s tragedy is buried in the truth that the 

reason he is murdered by his mother resides in the color of his skin. His cause of death goes 

uninvestigated because no one cares. He was merely another Afro-Asian child that vanished out 

of thin air. 

Afro-Asian’s continuous disappearance throughout the Vietnam War urges for an 

analysis of civil rights past the scope of 1960s America. It is through examining the black body 

on an international scale that the disposability of Afro-Asian youth is exposed. Although they 
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readily endured prejudice comments and governmental manipulation, there was a difference 

between the racism experienced by the black soldier and the mixed child. The child born of the 

camptown had no social legibility with the host society, and thus limited futurity. Unlike in 

systems of colonial rule, the mixed-race product cannot be reincorporated as a servant or slave. 

This is because U.S. militarism produces biopolitical subjects that do not have a place within the 

system of violence that creates them. Afro-Asian’s either form a second generation of militarized 

prostituion, go into the adoption system, or disappear from the camptown.  

Kenny, a mixed Afro-Asian child in Extreme Private Eros Love Song: 1974, was fated 

with the latter. His mother underwent financial issues and proposed sending the child into the 

transatlantic adoption system. Miyuki rejected her notion and offered to take care of the child 

herself. Nevertheless, after her daycare went out of business she never heard from Kenny or his 

mother again. Miyuki traversed through the Okinawan camptowns in order to find him. Although 

she posted flyers around the camptown and asked an abundance of villagers of their 

whereabouts, the film ends with uncertainty on what happened to the child and his mother. The 

disappearance of Kenny highlights the gruesome truth about the mixed black body, it is socially 

dead. No one in the entirety of the camptown could trace Kenny or answer the simple question of 

whether he and his mother were dead or alive. There was no accountability for the evaporation of 

the black-mixed child within Okinawa, similar to James in Korea actively avoided by broad 

members of society and sought out by military units.  

How to Reanimate the Socially Dead 

Thinking through civil rights in the international arena is thinking about categories of the 

socially dead. There is a sacrificial logic about sending black soldiers to fight in war that is not 
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their own, birthing nationless children that are disregarded by both the United States and Asian 

governments, and minimizing women to bodies of sexual labor. The racialized component in 

social death turns these bodies of color against each other, causing them to reproduce the systems 

of violence extrapolated onto them by their government bodies. This survival of the fittest logic 

converts camptowns into secondary sites of battle that harbor a different brand of warfare—the 

fight for freedom. Observing civil rights in overseas locations shine a much needed spotlight on 

the forgotten and disregarded actors of the Vietnam War.  
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