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Supplying Female Bodies: Labor Migration, Sex
Work, and the Commoditization of Women in
Colonial Indochina and Contempory Vietnam

W

omen figure prominently in the historiography of modern Vietnam.

Apart from the long tradition of equating women’s virtues with courage and ardent patriotism dating back to the Trưng sisters, Vietnamese women have played an admirable, though often less than enviable, role in the
successive international, domestic, and even internecine conflicts that punctuated Vietnam’s incorporation into a globalized world. In the master narrative
of the Vietnamese state, women carry the charged aura of the nation. As
mothers, workers, and fighters they embody a complete array of icons around
which Vietnamese can proudly and justifiably rally.
While the (re)constructions of Vietnam and its victories over much better
endowed enemies (France, United States, China) was built upon the mobilization of women from all walks of life, war cannot sum up the whole history of
Vietnam in modern times. War is but one part of a larger picture. Whatever
the catastrophic levels of warfare and its attendant violence on ordinary people, life—everyday life, made up of choices about one’s options in work, relationships, leisure, movements and so forth—went on. There were always
people, including women, who were eager to live, sometimes just to survive
and make the best of a situation over which they had little control. Periods
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of intense fighting disrupted social and economic conditions and left many
particularly vulnerable—women were among the main casualties. Yet even in
peacetime, many families lived on the edge of poverty. And despite the fact
that Vietnam has been free of warfare for the last three decades, underprivileged economic conditions still continue to drive many women into circuits
that eventually propel them to the fore, not to fight anymore, but to supply
their bodies for hard work, of which sex work is one of the most visible forms.
This special issue of the Journal of Vietnamese Studies, “Commodified
Women’s Bodies in Vietnam and Beyond,” presents a set of papers about
female bodies at work, not at war, and about women caught in processes of
circulation and commoditization of their bodies.1 For many, if not most, these
processes did not result from a free choice. Circumstances forced these women to seek income for themselves or their families through their labor as smallscale carriers cum buyers of goods, or in a variety of sex-related jobs. Willingly
or not, their bodies became tools in the hands of others, mostly men, although
as we shall see, women themselves also participated in the supply mechanisms
that provided female bodies as commodities to be devoured.2 Thus the dual
question of commoditization and migration, including the disreputable mode
of human trafficking for sex work, is central to the four papers of this special
issue.
The notion of commoditization of the body can range broadly. It covers a
wide scope of practices from fairly plain jobs in service employment to the organ trade. Yet a major domain of study devotes attention to how women’s
bodies are commoditized when they are treated as interchangeable means to
entice, incite, or gratify sexual desire. Female bodies can be exchanged for
goods other than money, in activities ranging from advertising to pornography, from “booth babes” to stripping, and even to human trafficking and sexual slavery. While prostitution has become one of the major themes in
feminist historical research, the female body per se has not received the attention it deserves, as if the body was implicitly perceived as a liability not to be
touched upon due to shared assumptions of biological determinism. In more
recent work, however, “bodies are theorized as sites of culturally inscribed and
disputed meanings, experiences and feelings.”3 The body is read as a social
construct. This is especially important in works that examine the labor market
in service economies. While the case studies in this issue do not occur in
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“service economies”—neither colonial Indochina nor present-day Vietnam
can count as such—they do examine examples of “servicing,” and more precisely, the kind of “interactive service” in which women use their bodies to
work on the bodies of others (customers, patrons, and so forth).4
Human trafficking has ranked high in media coverage, governmental work
or even film production in the last decade, mostly with women as objects of a
more or less overt trade. The United Nations, like its forbearer the League of
Nations, has taken up the challenge to combat a phenomenon construed since
the late-nineteenth century under various terms: white slavery, traffic in women and children, sexual slavery, and so forth.5 “White slavery” was a myth that
revealed anxieties within European societies about the status of women, especially about European women being “degraded” in the hands of “native” men,
or “Orientals.”6 The concept, however, can also be applied in a few East Asian
countries where the phenomenon was prevalent, even if international and national institutions largely failed to come up with adequate solutions.7 Current
studies of human trafficking, however, help us understand the processes that
nurtured the traffic in women in East Asia before the Second World War.8 As
Nicolas Lainez argues and demonstrates, “falling into prostitution” just does
not do justice to the variety of forms of sexual encounters and arrangements
that women can experience. And while current conditions cannot be transposed to earlier historical periods, there is nevertheless something to be gained
from new perspectives that enrich our understanding and interpretation of
the commoditization of female bodies of the past.9
In Vietnam, colonial records reveal that human trafficking was a widespread phenomenon. While it certainly existed prior to the French conquest,
one historian argues that colonization triggered an acceleration and extension
of kidnapping and abduction across the border region with China. “Cet ignoble trafic” targeted mostly women who were sold as servants, wives, and prostitutes in China. Contemporary studies of prostitution show that this process
is still at work today in Vietnam.10 Yet one should not read every type of
movement as “traffic.” As with all historical and social processes, place
matters. Women are not offered the same opportunities; much depends on
location. Border areas are places where people “cross over” and intermingle
to exchange goods, money, and sometimes human beings. And while movement or migration constitutes one way to overcome the initial inequality, it
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generates in itself forms of contact and vulnerability to which women are
particularly exposed.11 The crossing of borders, however, can be done over
long distances, thanks to the infrastructures of international transportation
that developed in the nineteenth century.
Japanese women were among the first “pioneer” migrants that moved to
and settled in various South, East, and Southeast Asian countries.12 The hotly
debated issue of “comfort women,” a particular case of “body supply” through
state-sanctioned channels, has overshadowed the phenomenon of Japanese
prostitution in the various harbor cities of East and Southeast Asia before the
Second World War.13 Frédéric Roustan’s paper takes a fresh look at the case
of migrant Japanese prostitutes by examining the image, perceptions, and realities of Japanese-run brothels in Indochina. His paper highlights the varied
sources and interlocking networks of trafficking in Japanese women, whose
trip from the home country often included various stops on their way to Indochina. Yet Indochinese cities were not necessarily the last station in the cycle
of commoditization of their bodies. Quite clearly, the networks that supported
and promoted the circulation of Japanese women for the purpose of prostitution in Asia were well in place shortly after the opening of Japan in the nineteenth century. This preexisting “infrastructure” offered a ready-made
instrument upon which the Japanese army grafted its own requisites during
the war.
In colonial Indochina, women involved in prostitution came under the severe, though inefficient, system of registration and control by the authorities.
The French colonizers basically implemented the same system throughout
their possessions, albeit with minor local adaptations.14 In her essay, Isabelle
Tracol-Huynh uses the colonial archives to explore the experience of Hà Nội
prostitutes. The bodies of prostitutes were a central and permanent concern of
the authorities, not for the sake of their well-being, but to monitor and contain
the risk of venereal diseases, and hence, of impairing the life forces of French
troops and residents. Prostitutes came from various regions around Hà Nội
within a radius of up to one-hundred and twenty kilometers, providing one
instance of migration from one’s native place for the sake of making a better
living in a large city. Once they entered the system of prostitution, however,
they became objects over which men (pimps and patrons), women (brothel
owners) and an unforgiving administration (police, medical services) had a
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stake and imposed their rules. While prostitutes cannot be reduced to “contested bodies,” their loss of individuality is nowhere as explicit as in the plain
administrative record of their death as “prostitute no. x.”
Sex work in various guises also figures prominently in Caroline Grillot’s
work. Her paper offers a broad panoramic view of the movement of Vietnamese women across the border to a particular Chinese city, Hekou. She
examines the current views and perceptions held by Chinese men about
Vietnamese men and women. These perceptions are formed in a kind of
distorted mirror in which Chinese men view and judge Vietnamese men
via ambivalent perceptions and appreciation of Vietnamese women. Vietnamese women goods-carriers and buyers seem to impress with their
toughness and hard work, and at the same time, they come to be viewed
like beasts of burden that Chinese traders avoid helping. Vietnamese women also enter into marriage or quasi-marriage relationships with local men,
which also reveal the relative social fluidity of a border region. Nevertheless, like the hard-working Vietnamese buyers who carry mountains of
goods on their bicycles, money is the fundamental rationale for the great
majority of the women in movements across the border. As can be expected, “otherness” also becomes a factor in the Chinese perception of
Vietnamese women available in the southern Chinese sex market. In
Hekou, Chinese men can experience a sense of exoticism and eroticism
while “at home.” One wonders, however, how the sex market operates in
such a place, whether, as in colonial Indochina, the consumed bodies are
not merely marked as female, but sold as commodities of higher or lesser
value based on national origin.
Prostitution or sex work are broad categories that do not reflect the variety
of situations through which women end up using their bodies to cater to the
sexual desires or needs of men. Nicolas Lainez’s paper offers a stimulating perspective as it highlights a continuum of sexual configurations that a woman—
in this case a woman under duress and pressure by her own mother—can
adopt to obtain different kinds of material advantages (money, gifts, travel,
food, and so forth) from the men with whom she establishes much more
complex relationships than straightforward “sex for money.” While poverty is
certainly primordial, what is also intriguing here is the fine analysis of other
factors pushing a woman into sex work. Family environment, moving to a
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larger city and losing one’s personal network of kin and friends, or connections made with strangers or acquaintances may play as great a role as poverty
in a chain of events leading to outright prostitution. By selling her daughter’s
virginity, Lainez argues, the mother opened the way for her daughter to think
of, and at least use, her body as a commodity through which to make a living.
Indeed, Lainez shows that some women, despite the cards they have been
dealt, still retain or regain a limited degree of agency.15
The choice of approaching one seedy aspect of gender relations from the
perspective of supplying bodies through the commoditization of women is a
welcome contribution to a little touched upon topic in historical and anthropological studies of Vietnam.16
is Professor of Modern History at the University of
Lyon and a senior fellow at the Institut Universitaire de France. He is also a
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the most commonly used term by anthropologists. See Amalia L. Cabezas,
Economies of Desire: Sex and Tourism in Cuba and the Dominican Republic
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, ).
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Keepers in Nineteenth-Century Hong Kong,” Journal of Women’s History ,
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. I borrowed this notion from McDowell, Working Bodies.
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History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, ), chapter .
See the remarkable UNICRI report, Trafficking of Nigerian Girls in Italy. The
Data, the Stories, the Social Services (Roma: UNICRI, ). On similar issues,
see Achebe Nwando, “The Road to Italy: Nigerian Sex Workers at Home and
Abroad,” Journal of Women’s History, , no.  (winter ): –; Katarina
Leppänen, “International Reorganisation and Traffic in Women: Venues of
Vulnerability and Resistance,” Lychnos [Lamp (biblical word)] (January ):
–; Francesca Mascellini, “La forza delle illusioni: donne migranti e traffico
di esseri umani” [The Power of Illusions: Women Migrants and Human
Trafficking], Studi Emigrazione [Emigration Studies] , no.  (): –;
Yasuko Fujikura, “Borders and Boundaries in the Era of Aids: Trafficking in
Women and Prostitution in Nepal,” Studies in Nepali History and Society ,
no.  (June ): –; Monique Hennink and Simkhada Padam, “Sex
Trafficking in Nepal: Context and Process,” Asian and Pacific Migration
Journal , no.  (): –.
See the special issue of the Journal of Women’s History on “Sex Work and
Women’s Labor around the World,” Journal of Women’s History , no. 
(Winter ).
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